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Abstract
The term “Spice Islands” has been used as a descriptor in m The thesis begins with a chapter

on my exhibition titled Islands of the Imagination. It describes the form the exhibition took,

and how the various elements were developed and finalised. One of the most significant

components was the canvases which reworked various signs of the Spice Islands. These

canvases continued my interest in popular culture and deployed a variety of codes in order to

find new ways of discussing the Spice Islands. Other significant elements included artefacts

such as spices, Birds of Paradise and coins from my visit to the Moluccas. There were

projected photographs taken by myself in the Moluccas, and also I showed many slides made

by myself from publications that inspired the idea of the thesis itself. Some of my key

photographs for the exhibition are included in an appended CD.

any precolonial, colonial and postcolonial contexts. This thesis has charted some of the

reasons why this is so, and the images which have been mobilised when the term is used. In

the analysis of the images, and the production of my exhibition in 1999, the methodologies

used derive primarily from Cultural Studies approaches.

 Part One, “From Mythological Islands to the Moluccas,” describes some of the many and

varied ways in which these islands were encountered over the last 500 years, and in doing so

provides historical contexts for the images in my exhibition.  The Spice Islands were initially

mythological islands in the Western imagination from which came the most valuable of all

spices: nutmeg, mace and cloves. It was these spices that fuelled the desires of European

society and led to epic sea voyages. The Spice Islands remained less than real in both written

descriptions and maps as the Portuguese entered uncharted waters, and there were many ideas

in circulation about where the Spice Islands, or Moluccas, were to be found. The chroniclers

of Magellan’s voyage brought back to Europe the first evidence of the existence of the Spice

Islands in illustrative and descriptive forms. In the 16th century, this pioneering journey was

viewed as more significant for its discovery of the Spice Islands than for the circumnavigation

of the world — the event for which it is now best known.

Over time, the Dutch were to replace the Iberians as the colonisers of this area, and Dutch

representations of the Spice Islands came into broader circulation in Europe. The images that

were generated specifically from the Moluccas during the early years of the Dutch East India

Company’s presence in the islands were far removed from the Golden Age of Dutch art. This

is manifested in the subjects that were illustrated, and also the techniques used to illustrate



them. The crudeness of these images parallels the perception of these lands as being as far

away from Holland as anyone imagined it was possible to travel. The Spice Islands were

something other than civilised.

In the 18th century, the Spice Islands became known in a much more specific, quantifiable

way. They became a site from which investigations took place into the various forms of

exotic flora and fauna. This was to be a significant departure from the early representations of

erupting volcanoes and warships that appeared in many colonial publications. By the 1790s,

French and British plantations were sprouting far away from the Dutch Spice Islands. There

were now British and French Spice Islands in different parts of the globe. The term ‘Spice

Islands’ itself was developing its own worth, and becoming as valuable as the spices

themselves. By the 19th century, there were the original Spice Islands from which the term is

derived but also other islands growing spices in diverse locations that could — and still do —

claim legitimacy for the title “Spice Islands”. In turn, the words “Spice Islands” grew into a

franchise/identity/logo, with other islands and commodities using the term in a transnational,

transglobal capacity.

Part Two, “The Spice Islands as a Fractured Sign”, suggests ways in which we might

envisage an account of the Spice Islands as signs in a semiotic landscape of various media,

including newspapers, magazines, websites and museums. This methodology also helps the

understanding of my exhibition and the form that it took. It suggests that Spice Islands had

become commodities in a somewhat different sense as they emerged as part of the tourist

industry. The “Spice Islands” existed wherever tour operators wanted them to. In popular

culture, the Spice Islands could be imagined (with the aid of commercial tourism enterprises)

as existing almost anywhere that was warm, a long way from Europe, and part of a trade that

was associated with the colonial era.

The thesis concludes with images derived from the Maluku wars that started in 1999, soon

after my return from the Indonesian Spice Islands. Media reports on the wars provided yet

more representations which connected the Spice Islands to the Moluccas once again. The

conclusion suggests that to research images of Spice Islands is also to research the

background to the fear of terrorism, the representations of Indonesia, religious wars and a

wide range of political concerns that affect us today.
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Preamble

What is given form in the mind, what pictures are conjured up — however vague or irrational

— in the imaginations of cultures can have an enduring and profound effect on the ways in

which history is written. In this thesis, I want to sketch out, and sometimes draw in detail,

views of the Spice Islands from differing perspectives in various epochs. The images were

primarily drawn from a visit to the Moluccas, or Maluku, in 1998, and in various ways were

incorporated into my exhibition called Islands of The Imagination. Whilst the photographs

and artwork are central to the thesis, and were the focus of the exhibition, they are necessarily

accompanied by historical contexts and critical analyses. The Spice Islands were imagined as

desirable long before they were tangible, mapped entities. Spices were about desire: a desire

that had to precede exploration, which in turn had to precede the age of exploitation, usually

referred to as colonisation. In order to make these immense sea voyages possible, the almost

pathological desire to find these spices must have been present first and foremost. It is this

desire that is so difficult to understand now as spices have become ubiquitous. Contemporary

imaginations project desires for precious metals and jewels into the histories of Westerners’

journeys to the East. Therefore, the stories of the spices and their significance (for all sorts of

reasons) have been inexorably rubbed away if not completely erased, by popular

contemporary histories.

The fact that the mapping of Australia took place as a direct result of the search for spices is

mostly forgotten because we cannot imagine that nutmeg, mace and cloves could be so

valuable. Most people have thrown away the musty remains of their nutmeg powder from the

cupboard, and cloves sit in jars unused often for years. Mace is seldom added to soups and

stews and hardly anyone makes their own terrines and potages any more. If they did, they

would know how often mace is required in the recipes.

We know from many historical accounts that the desire for spices led directly to Magellan’s

circumnavigation of the world and, amongst many other things, to the development of

accurate maps and chronometers for the measurement of longitude. The Western imagination

really wanted as much as anything else in the 14th and 15th centuries to know exactly where

the Spice Islands were. The quest became a kind of “search for the Holy Grail” (Andaya,

1993:116), and these condiments drove the desires of the Europeans to map the world, to

develop colonial empires that endured for centuries.  From the outset, it is important to make

it clear that it is the term “ Spice Islands” which is the subject of this thesis, and that this term

is overwhelmed with connotations that have been continually shifting since the 14th century.
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This thesis is therefore a journey through a semiotic landscape as much as a geographical one.

This approach is reflected in the organisation of the chapters, and starts from my belief that

the term “Spice Islands” has a peculiar status for the Western imagination.  At the start of my

research, I conducted surveys in Brisbane, Australia, Amsterdam and London asking a few

simple questions about where the Spice Islands might be located. Although this final thesis is

not predicated on the results of the responses to the questions, the results did confirm my

belief that there was vagueness about the location of the Spice Islands. This was true even in

Holland, where only a few of those sampled connected the Spice Islands with Indonesia. My

particular position and interest were generated in part because of my background: I lived in

England until 1979, then moving to Fiji for two years before arriving in Australia in 1983.

I left England in 1980 for a position in the University of the South Pacific which had 11,000

square miles of the Pacific Ocean as its campus, and many island nations within its catchment

area. After working in the South Pacific for two years, my family and I came to Australia. I

found that Australia’s relationship with the South Pacific and Asia was still largely

determined by its relationship with Europe. Throughout the thesis, I refer to the “Western

imagination”, and Australia is included in this paradigm although at times there are

limitations in understanding Australia as a Western country.

Part One is preceded with a chapter on my exhibition and the images used in it. The

subsequent chapters two continue with an examination of some of the very first colonial

images of the Spice Islands derived from the Portuguese as the first Europeans to venture to

the Spice Islands, and subsequently the Dutch and British eyes that recorded the worlds on the

other side of the globe. Part Two is organised not through chronology or nationhood, but

through the media in which information is gathered together about the subject. These various

forms of media include museums, books, newspapers, magazines and the internet. The thesis

concludes with a chapter on the ways in which the images of the Spice Islands have changed

since the eruption of violence in the Moluccas in 1999. There is also an appended CD of

images that were included as projected slides in the 1999 exhibition.

As the exhibition and thesis is focused primarily on images, it is worth noting that throughout

the thesis I have used illustrations from various sources. Some have deliberately been taken

from popular books, and others from primary sources. I photographed most of the primary

source material taken from publications on Nikon equipment in various locations. Often the

artist or engraver is not attributed, but wherever possible the artist is acknowledged and the
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source of the illustration is given. As far as possible, all relevant information regarding the

origin of the image is noted, but details such as the date of production are not always included

in the original material.



viii

Theoretical considerations

The methodologies of such authors as Roland Barthes, John Berger and Dick Hebdige are

particularly relevant in the application of theory to the analysis of visual imagery.  In terms of

historical approaches, the work of Benedict Anderson, Anthony Reid, Fernand Braudel and

Charles Boxer is important, but there are many other texts that are used either indirectly or

directly, such as the work of Michel Foucault, Edward Said and other post-colonial authors.

For particular reference to the region, the works of Leonard Andaya, Willard Hanna, Des

Alwi, Charles Corn and Giles Milton have been useful.  The work of François Valentijn and

Everhard Rumphius has also been invaluable.

Whilst there are limitations to histories that emphasise grand narratives, much of the thesis

does indeed draw upon significant historical records, and recognises the ways in which

certain facts continually form part of the many and varied representations of the Spice Islands.

These form part of what I am calling the “ Western imagination” and are fundamental to this

thesis. Importantly, though, the research also draws upon popular culture products as source

material. As much as the thesis seeks to illuminate certain issues, it also attempts to trace the

ways in which fanciful imaginings, commercial interest, prejudices, laziness and parochial

research have clouded the ways in which the Spice Islands have been viewed over the

centuries. The method in which this theme is explored is centrally concerned with visual

culture. Whilst I do not think it useful to translate photographs into the equivalent words, it

nonetheless is crucial that the production of images and photographs by myself is understood

as a methodology that has always been a significant aspect to the way in which I undertake

research.

The methodologies of Cultural Studies are critical in that the search is not for definitive

illustrations and representations of the Spice Islands, but for the mythologies relating to the

Spice Islands that have developed in various forms of popular culture. The search for iconic

images is not abandoned entirely, but is not the underpinning aim. The research is a journey

through the various myths that have built up around the Spice Islands. As Roland Barthes

used the term “mythologies”, they are not necessarily, nor exclusively, true or false and never

fully a truth or a lie. Barthes’ use of the word “myths” is crucial as an underpinning for this

thesis in general, but is particularly important for Part Two. Each chapter deals with specific

ways in which the audience might approach/visit the Spice Islands, and jointly the chapters

represent a provisional and polysemic approach to the search for meaning and location. The

Spice Islands are to be found in media with many and varied discourses that are never finally



ix

fixed. Yet, at the same time, there are groups of islands to which these many and varied

discourses owe their origins, and this is acknowledged most significantly in the section on the

Moluccan Institute in Utrecht.

The first chapter relates specifically to the 1998 exhibition and the subsequent chapters in Part

One, are organised in a primarily chronological order. In  Part Two the chapters are grouped

according to media and within these various overlapping competing/contradicting and

consolidating forms of media I have selected texts for analysis. There are no distinctions

between the subjects of analysis and their status as high or low forms of art or literature. A

diverse range of social and cultural activities became subjects for analysis in Barthes’ writing,

and his ability to use semiotic theory to explore ideological implications was seminal in the

development of theoretical approaches to the study of popular culture. The inspiration for this

section is derived from the work not only of Roland Barthes, but also of other authors

generally recognised as post-structuralists such as Derrida and Foucault. Perhaps more than

anything, this is a study of the way that popular sources of information represent complex and

contradictory elements of historical representation. Also of influence in this respect is the

work of Umberto Eco, in particular Serendipities (Eco, 1999). In the section on “Falsehood

and Verisimilitude”, he writes of the significant effect mistakes and false tales have had on

history. The force of falsity is a pervasive one according to Eco, and needs to be recognised in

semiotic theory and historical accounts. In this thesis, falsities, errors and misrepresentations

contained within images, captions and associated textual references are a recurrent theme.

The use of the word “imagination” is also a recurrent theme in contemporary theory. In

particular, Benedict Anderson’s seminal Imagined Communities (1991) is important.  He

describes how nationhood is built from the mobilisation of individual and community

imaginations in varied ways, and is crucial in determining how often diverse communities can

be brought together in the cohesion of nationality. Also of importance in this thesis are the

ways in which nationality is significant in telling stories of conflict between the Dutch and the

British, the British and the French, and so forth. Anderson and others recognise the role of

museums and maps in the development of imagined communities, and this is pertinent in

terms of understanding the ways in which the Dutch East Indies became Indonesia.

Whilst Anderson and other historians are important, there is no emphasis on seeking a

definitive academic perspective on the subject “Spice Islands”. Rather, the emphasis herein is

on analysing what the broadest audiences might receive in reading about the Spice Islands, or

might soak up from general browsing, regardless of any particular interest in the subject. As
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Barthes writes in Image–Music–Text (1997): “The author is never more than the instance of

writing … [w]e know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single theological

meaning but a multidimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original,

blend and clash.”  This is not then, as critics of postmodernism would have it, an excuse to

write without rigour, without research on the topic; rather, it is a recognition that even the

concept of rigour must always be subject to social, historical and ideological forces. There is

then in the choice of categories, an implicit understanding that all the varieties of media and

texts provide a partial and provisional insight into the ways in which the Spice Islands are

represented in contemporary discourses. The choices are not necessarily arbitrary, however;

they usually represent the most ubiquitous sources of information on the Spice Islands that are

to be found in the English language; they are the collected signs of the Spice Islands.

In Semiotics and Art History (1991), Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson recognise that the turn to

semiotics does raise questions about the status of history in art theory. They identify some of

these problems as issues of intertextuality, polysemy and the location of meaning. They make

the point that: “The art historian, like any viewer of images, cannot but bring to the pictures

her own legacy of discursive precedents, and reading images entails the inevitable mixture of

these signs with those perceived in the work” (Bal & Bryson, 1991:207). Crucially, they

argue that recognition of contemporary theoretical positions1 and their effect on the analysis

should not be taken as a flaw in historical awareness, or lack of objectivity,

… but as an absolutely inevitable proof of the presence of the analyst within

the analysis, which from a semiotic point of view, is not surprising. To take

that presence into account makes the analysis, in fact more, rather than less

historically responsible. (Bal & Bryson, 1991:207)

Ball and Bryson go on to suggest (taking a broad post-structuralist position) that readers and

viewers also bring their own cultural baggage to images, and that there can be no such thing

as a fixed, predetermined, unified meaning; in fact, that attempts to fix meaning provide the

most convincing evidence for this view (Bal & Bryson, 1991:207). The recognition by these

authors — and many others also — is that if there is any certainty to be had in art history and

analysis, it is not to be found in the object itself; rather, it is in the certainty that signs are

dynamic, and will forevermore continue to be so. Contemporary approaches to the analysis of

images seek then to recognise the provisionality of the analysis.

                                                  
1In particular here they are referring to the influence of feminism and gender studies on art theory, but the same may also apply
to studies of popular culture.
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What many of the paintings and engravings analysed in this thesis have in common is that

they are all representations of significant moments in European exploration and trade. More

problematic, however, is the retrieval of meaning — of ontological certainty about the ways

in which the paintings were received, under what conditions, by whom and for what purpose.

Any analysis of these images recognises that, as Foucault suggests, objectivity and

subjectivity do not stand opposed; rather, they both form part of each other, and writing

history is in itself a creative act (Foucault, 1970). However, care is needed in steering a path

between generalities and deconstructionist strategies. Room is need for rewriting the past in a

way that avoids simplistic reductionism. Christopher Tilley, in writing about Foucault in

Reading Material Culture (1990), summarises some of the contemporary approaches to the

critiques of history by suggesting that:

The purpose of writing the past should be not simply to reconstruct an aspect of it for

its own sake, thus attempting to escape from the contingencies of the present. Such a

purely antiquarian concern has little relevance today and furthermore is invariably

associated with conservative politics. (Tilley, 1990:332)

In contemporary approaches to art history and theory, there is a general trend towards making

close readings that give context to images, and to avoid grand, definitive interpretations of

significant works of genius. This research analyses iconic works illustrating the Spice Islands,

but it also examines the mistakes, elisions, chequebook journalism, parochialism and pastiche

that all make the search for the Spice Islands a curious and complex task.

The tensions in Maluku were not clearly evident during my visit in 1998 and of course were

not included in the 1999 exhibition. Many Moluccans were killed and this is now a well

documented part of Moluccan history. Their deaths will not be changed by shifts in

methodological approaches to the analysis of images. The instability of the region created

changes to the way this thesis was organised, but not the underlying use of structuralist and

post-structuralist methodology — which, after all, recognises issues of power and ideology

can never be separated from reading the visual. Despite the limitations of concentrating on

Western popular culture, this can still reveal much about ideological formations, which in turn

reveal themselves to be about cross-cultural formations. Had it been possible to travel back to

the Moluccas the research may well have been able to include more information directly from

the Moluccans themselves, and the photographs that I might have taken and included here

would inevitably have been different from those that are included in the text and the CD.
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MAPS

Included here are three maps which are intended to provide a clear reference to the main

islands in discussion throughout the chapters.

Map 1. The Malay Archipelago.
Source: Corn (1998:112).
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Map 2. The Spice Islands
Source: Milton (1999:22).

Map 3. The Banda Islands
Source: Milton (1999:111).



CH A P T ER O N E

ISLANDS OF THE IMAGINATION
INSTALLATION 1999

In which the author explores the mythologies of the Spice Islands, and in doing so mobilises a

variety of media and techniques associated with both gallery practices and mass media.



 This chapter discusses my own creative works that were the product of research undertaken

primarily during 1998 and the early part of 1999. The work was brought together in an

exhibition opened by Professor Robert Elson on 14 April 1999 in the Queensland College of

Art Gallery, Morningside, Brisbane.2 The exhibition explored differing media in order to say

something not only about the Spice Islands, but also about ways in which societies develop

certain codes and tropes to convey meanings. One of the main aims of the exhibition was to

find ways of engaging with popular culture imagery to suggest alternative methods of

enscribing history. In the canvases, some of the codes that are familiar to Australian

audiences — both linguistic and visual — were appropriated to make particular points about

the Spice Islands and colonising processes.  The projected photographs in the exhibition

represent the art of photography as a significant research methodology.  Some of the

projected images are contained in the CD which is attached to the thesis.  At the end of this

chapter these additional images are addressed in more detail.

The execution and presentation of these images was also intended to be a commentary on the

conventions of galleries and their own fine/high art codes. The canvases were produced by

combining art direction and graphic design production processes with the traditional gallery

crafts of stretching canvases over wooden frames. Other materials used included a large sail

donated by a sailmaker, and other sails that were custom made. There were quantities of

spices, books, coins, artefacts and items on loan (such as stuffed Birds of Paradise), projected

slides, a tape recorder and stretched canvases with digitally produced imagery. Selected items

from the show have also been exhibited elsewhere in a variety of contexts.

Firstly, I want to discuss the images produced on canvas that are reproduced here in this

chapter. All the images were produced with the aid of digital technology that incorporated

photographic and graphic images from a wide variety of sources. From a collection of source

material, concepts and themes were developed and written text woven into and out of the

various visual images. Developing these concepts initially involved the traditional artist’s

media of pencil and paper. Sketches and text were written and rewritten in order that a central

parodic form could be established for each idea, theme or pre-existing image, whether it was a

photograph, magazine advertisement or simply some tale of fiction. This was the most

difficult and crucial stage of the process, during which many ideas were started, dropped,

                                                  
2 Here I am indebted to Ian Howard, who was then Director of the Queensland College of Art, for supporting me in the
allocation of funds for this exhibition.
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changed, modified, edited, rewritten and so forth. During this gestation period, the nature of

the installation changed somewhat. I initially thought the installation was going to be

predominantly audiovisual projections, but it eventually became one that combined

audiovisual elements with canvases and other artefacts.

During these initial stages, the difficulties of representing historical circumstances and ideas

in a “framed” picture became the biggest challenge. For the parodies to work, a certain level

of understanding of history had to be combined with a familiarity with the appropriated

popular tropes and a working knowledge of pop art. Without this convergence of various

knowledge(s), the ironic connotations would be unable to resonate sufficiently in the

imaginations of the audience. Without the oscillation and reverberation of the various

signifying practices, humour could not be generated. Whilst humour was not necessarily

intended in each of the parodies, those who were able to appreciate the ironies were limited to

those who knew about the VOC in the 17th century, and also had an empathy with the post-

modern practices of parody and pastiche.

Figure 1A. Introductory canvas.
Source:  C. Zuber.

The introductory panel (Figure 1A) plays with the romanticism of the term “Spice Islands”

and the adventure stories of pirates buccaneers and merchant adventurers that are associated

with journeys to the Spice Islands. Francis Drake was perhaps the best known (in the English-

speaking world) of these adventurers who reached the Spice Islands and returned with
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valuable cargoes of spices and other “booty”. William Dampier (Figure 13A) was another

who plundered and traded his way to and from 2 the Spice Islands. Behind him and his young

bride, Banda’s volcano, Gunung Api, smoulders in the background, and the native boy does

the work. The text, as in all of the artworks, was written by myself and introduces the reader

to the exhibition as if it were a popular fiction from a 1950s weekly magazine. The

fictionalisation and romanticising of the western adventures was a common feature of many

of the texts that were researched in this thesis, not only in popular magazines but also in

textbooks. This image refers to the continual romanticisation of colonialism, but it also

functions as an easy way to read the exhibition’s themes, acting as a way into the exhibition.

The “screen saver” image  in Figure 1B was derived from a postcard that I bought in Banda

from Des Alwi’s main hotel, the Maulana. The title is “Tidal Wave in Banda Naira 1824”. It

was unusual as an image in that it has no provenance. There is no other information on the

card and, despite its surreal atmosphere and drama, it is a painting that I have not seen

reproduced anywhere except on this oversized postcard.

Figure 1B. Computer screen.
Source:  C. Zuber.
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Here Dutch ships are tossed about in the waters between Bandaneira and the island of

Lonthor, where the artist must be positioned for this view. Through the trough of the wave,

the main township is seen flanked by Gunung Api on the left and Fort Belgica on the right.

The town is depicted in calm conditions as if in a separate painting altogether from the huge

waves that dominates the foreground. Overlaying this 19th century painting is the familiar

sight of the window of a Macintosh computer screen. The colours of the painting and the

colours of the window graphics merge, but that is about all they have in common. Replacing

the ubiquitous tool bar icons are stages of colonisation, and the pulldown menu lists islands

associated with the spice trade. Although this was one of the simplest images to conceive, it is

from various opinions the one that “works” the best.3  This is for several reasons, the most

important being that almost no knowledge of the Spice Islands’ history is necessary for a

reading of the image as a critique of colonialism.

In an article and conference paper in 1997, I wrote about the colonising practices of Bill Gates

and suggested that, for the Europeans, colonisation was about bringing goods from the

colonies back into European society, whereas American colonisation could be understood as

services going to the colonies. This is achieved, I suggested, through franchises, websites and

software monopolies as American-owned companies control markets in different, but

nonetheless very effective, ways. The colonial processes in the menu items also suggest

subversion of the copyright that has provided huge profits for Microsoft. The pastiche is

continued through the use of windows on a canvas stretched and hung in the gallery as an

oversized (2 metres x 1.5 metres) dysfunctional, dislocated yet disturbingly familiar screen.

The image can be read as a critique of colonialism without any specialised knowledge of the

history of the spice trade. The parallel that I intended between European methods of

colonisation and those of America does not even have to be understood for the canvas to have

some meaning for the viewer. The transformation of the toolbar into a reductionist view of

Colonial history is perhaps sufficient for most audiences to reflect for themselves on the ways

in which the computer is a tool for profits in the same way that the various “spice islands”

have been used for profit for centuries.  In the broadest sense, it suggests ways in which

postcolonial positions might be explored through visual culture.

                                                  
3 Comments on these works were given by variety of audiences including during a visiting scholars program at the Centre for
Cross-Cultural Research at the Australian National University. For this invaluable feedback, I am grateful.
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Figure 1C.  Coen the Barbarian.
Source: C. Zuber.

To say something of the brutality of colonial history is perhaps sufficient for most audiences

to reflect for themselves on the ways in which the computer is a tool for profits in the same

way that the various “spice islands” have been used for profit for centuries. In the broadest

sense, it suggests ways in which postcolonial positions might be explored through Pieterszoon

Coen through popular culture cartoons was more difficult. It was fun to find the suitable

vehicle and rewrite the script, but perhaps more difficult to find an audience, as this depended

upon some historical knowledge for its success. The transformation of Conan the Barbarian

into Coen made some sense, but to treat the issues in the text as postmodern play may have

been read as too flippant by some.
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Figure 1D. Coen the Barbarian 1st canvas.
Source: C. Zuber.

Figure 1E. Coen the Barbarian detail.
Source: C. Zuber.
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There were three panels that each represented a page of a Marvel comic. The selection of

suitable frames and text to replace the existing text was time-consuming and raised several

problems of dealing with which codes should be parodied to what ends. This panel depended

on reworking the terse style of writing in Marvel comics to compliment the action in the

panels. Once certain historical facts were in place, the text was then at times deconstructed to

allow for other voices to be heard. In a real sense, the text was polyvocal, sometimes even

within one frame, allowing me the opportunity to play with issues of teaching theory in an art

college, for example.

Figure 1F. Spice Girl.
Source: C. Zuber.
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Whilst it is not my intention to judge the success or otherwise of the image, these panels were

fun to make, as there was an opportunity to rework pop art, in this case a revisitation of the

work of Roy Lichtenstein from the 1960s. Here the insertion of references to theoretical texts

added another layer of meaning to the panels as they became a part of visual culture theory

and an intertextual play with aspects of history, pop culture and post-modern theories. In the

next canvas (Figure 1F), I wanted to find out whether I could explain the reinvention of the

Spice Islands as tourist destination rather than their identity always being constructed solely

by the Moluccan islands. As I have noted in earlier chapters, my research had suggested that

the Spice Islands could be associated with a variety of locations, and Bali was one of them.

Bali had in the 1990s become the most tourist-orientated location in the Indonesian

archipelago; it made some sense in marketing terms to move the idea of the Spice Islands

closer to Bali. So, as colonial history fades, the Spice Islands are reinvented and reimagined

for contemporary tourism.  In this canvas, I have transformed a toothpaste advertisement from

the 1950s into an imagined explanation of the way in which the Spice Islands have been

shifted yet again to another location, this time to islands that are within comfortable cruising

distance from Bali.4 There is also implicit in the use of the “spice girl” a reference to the

wealth generated by the Spice Girls as a popular vocal group. Again, perhaps, the viewer

needs to have read the relevant chapter in the written thesis to fully understand the point of

the parody.

Figure 1G. Spice Girl detail.
Source: C. Zuber.
                                                  
4 Since the troubles in Indonesia affected Bali, the Spice Islands cruises have changed their embarkation point to Darwin.
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Figure 1H. Lottery ticket.
Source: C. Zuber.

In the lottery ticket (Figure 1H ), the fascination in Australia with winning lotteries and our

preoccupation with real estate joined forces with a critique of colonial trading at the Treaty of

Breda in 1667. Remarkably (to the contemporary audience), the island of Run was considered

as valuable as the island of Manhattan during the late 17th century; however, the subsequent

paths of Run and Manhattan as real estate commodities could not be more extreme. Somehow

the winning of lottery prizes and the contrast between rich and poor seemed a way of pointing

to the absurdity of values, and how the price of nutmeg has shifted the value of Run in just a

few centuries. Run can still grow nutmeg, but it is more likely to be cocaine that is more

desirable in fashionable circles today.

Can the analogies be made between spices and the contemporary drugs of today? Whatever

the opinions may be on the fashions of exotic drugs, Manhattan has grown to be one of the

most famous island in the world, whereas Run is known outside of the Moluccas only by a

few historians and a handful of scuba divers. What, then, will be the fashionable drugs in 300

years’ time, and what will they do to islands and economies?
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Figure 1I.  Travel brochure.
Source: C. Zuber.

One of the themes of this thesis is that the Spice Islands have become part of the tourist

industry in ways that are as much to do with fashion and expediency as anything else. In one

of the canvases (see Figure 1I), I wanted to parody the layout and writing style of tourist

brochures in order to explore how a potted history of the Moluccan Spice Islands might

appear in a travel agent’s brochure. Days that often appear as itineraries are transposed into

centuries to make a point about the selective treatment of histories in promotional discourses,

but at the same time give some pertinent information and imagery to the gallery viewer.

The background image is from a slide taken from the top of Gunung Api looking towards Ai

and Run islands; however, used as a background to the text and other graphic elements, it

could also be read as an underwater shot. As scuba diving is one of the contemporary tourist

attractions, the blurring of the distinctions between sky and sea was serendipitously made.

Lissette, from Amsterdam (permission given for the photograph), is pictured here on the

beach at the tip of Run Island with Lonthor barely visible in the background.
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Figure 1J. installation with spices.
Source: C. Zuber.

Hultcher wholesale supplies kindly lent me cloves (from Madagascar) and several kilos of

nutmeg and mace. It was important that the smell from the “odiferous pistil” permeated the

whole gallery. Mace directly peeled from the nutmeg kernel was displayed along with whole

and ground nutmeg; a bowl of cloves was next to them. However, overpowering them all was

the sack of 75 kilos of cloves. The nose has certainly become subservient to the eye in most

Western societies, but one of the great attractions of these spices was the sensation through

the nostrils. This olfactory dimension to the gallery space was appreciated by visitors to the

exhibition, even if some of them commented that the smell of cloves was not an attractive

one. For me, the smell of cloves connotes Indonesia where the distinctive odour is released

when kretek cigarettes are smoked — and in Indonesia, that is quite often. It also reminds me

of the monopoly that Tommy Suharto established on the clove trade in Indonesia during the

last few years of the Suharto regime.

Birds of Paradise were kindly lent by the Queensland Museum, where cooperation was much

appreciated. I was shown many birds that were in their collection as customs confiscations:

the smuggling of exotic creatures was clearly the source of many of their specimens.  There

were not only stuffed birds but also fashion items such as the ivory-handled Bird of Paradise

fan dating from the 19th century. The Birds of Paradise were placed in a display cabinet along

with other items that I had collected whilst in Indonesia. These included coins from the VOC

period from Bandaneira, a piece of Dutch pipe, and fragments of Chinese pottery that I picked

up from the beach on Run Island: shards of the past with histories rubbed away by the

centuries of lapping waves and shifting sands.
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Figure 1K.  Birds of Paradise displayed with other artefacts
Source: C. Zuber.

As another element of the exhibition, slides were projected from two carousels on to a large

sail stretched across the gallery. These slides were accompanied by a recorded voice-over by

Pat van Ingham and myself. The script consisted of quotes from a mix of historical sources

and contemporary theoretical texts, which were at times a commentary on the images, and at

times contrapuntal to the slides. Pat van Ingham spent many years in Indonesia and assisted

me in various ways, including interspersing Indonesian and Dutch expressions in the tape-

recorded text. Quotes were chosen also for their poetic resonances, such as the extract from

Des Alwi and Willard Hanna’s book on Ternate and Tidore in which they discuss a siege on

the Portuguese fort in Ternate: “within the castle the diet was sago enriched by rat, cat and

fruit bat” (Hanna and Alwi, 1989:89). During the opening of the exhibition, I controlled the

sequence of slides to correspond to the tape, but during the rest of the opening times, each

viewer or group could play the tape and change the slides according to their own sense of

timing, which brought a element of difference/deferrence to each viewing circumstance.
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Photography is now one of the most theorised of mediums in visual culture, and the diversity

of its practices is well documented in a wide variety of discourses — for example, in

Bourdieu’s Photography: A Middle Brow Art (1996). Here it is not my aim to place my

images within a particular genre or class system. However, I must acknowledge that, in

making my own images of the Spice Islands, I am bringing to bear a complex mix of cultural,

ideological, technological and aesthetic statements. Rather than providing a detailed analysis

or exegesis of all the photographs that were part of the exhibition, I am accompanying a few

of the images with a text. These words are intended to provide some information on the

intentional motivations for including the images in the exhibition. In turn, this leads the

viewer to some of the key signifiers in each framed photograph. This process has been

undertaken in the hope that other attributes of the photographs might speak for themselves; it

is a recognition that it is not necessary or desirable to translate the entire image into words.

Figure 1L. Islands of the imagination.
Source: C. Zuber.

Figure 1L shows the opening slide to the sequence. It was taken from the top of Gunung Api

in the Bandas. The climb was steep and loose ash and boulders made it difficult to keep a

foothold. When at the rim of the caldera, the ground was hot and my shoes started to melt, but
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from the top it was possible to see all the islands in the Banda group. The photograph shows

the lip of the volcano in the foreground; the island of Ai occupies the middle ground; and

barely visible behind that is the island of Run. These islands are all significant to the

narratives of the Spice Islands, and the indistinct, hazy images act metaphorically to represent

some of the ideas of the thesis, particularly the early chapters. As Run fades from our vision,

so does its economic significance.

Figure 1M. Fort Revenge.
Source: C. Zuber.

Figure 1M is taken outside Fort Revenge on the island of Ai in the Bandas. The ruins derived

their name from the Dutch after the fort’s recapture from the English in the 17th century. Now

it is overgrown and neglected and, instead of guards that would have constantly patrolled the

perimeter, there are chickens and goats. The satellite dish sprouts from the undergrowth —

culture flowering in nature. The binary culture/nature becomes modernity/pre-modernity,

global/local, metal/brick, use/disuse and so forth. This fortification was the site of so many

battles, yet still does not make it to museum/tourist status in a place that has more forts than

islands. The incongruity of the satellite dish is not difficult to read; it stands as yet another

signifier of colonising forces, yet it is likely still to be outlived by the stone walls of the 17th
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century fortress. The satellite dish signifies modernity, a desirable commodity for the island,

which yet functions still as yet another form of colonialism. Here control of mass

communications systems replaces the original forms of colonialism that produced the thick

stone walls. Some of the richest men in the world have gained their wealth from

monopolising the distribution of software for computer systems. The smart money is not in

spices any more. The web binds as much as it liberates; satellites and programs that

effectively colonise the imaginations of cultures around the globe still represent the

imposition of power and control from the West. Mass media have proved to be effective in

delivering returns on investment that are just as great as those from the spice trade.

Figure 1N.  Lonthor island.
Source: C. Zuber.

Viewed from the island of Lonthor, Gunung Api dominates the left of the frame in Figure 1N,

whilst the island of Bandaneira stretches across the frame in front of Gunung Api. It is a view

attractive to an eye accustomed to the Western traditions of landscape painting, as well as

photographs of tourist destinations. The harbour setting of the Banda Islands is framed in a

way that offers prospect and refuge to the viewer. There is safe anchorage, clean water, calm

seas and fecund vegetation. The view is just underneath fortifications that provided lookouts

with good views of shipping entering the waters of the Banda Islands. Few Westerners visit

the Bandas, and those who do usually spend their time in Bandeneira, and on the scuba diving

and fishing boats that leave directly from the hotel. When I visited the island of Lonthor,
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curious locals came out to see what I was doing and a few of them are here silhouetted in the

foreground. The Bandanese villagers look down on what was one the largest of the perks first

created in 1621 by Jan Pieterszoon Coen. On this generous parcel of land, Pieter van den

Broeke established his first nutmeg plantation.

Figure 1O.  Wim van den Broeke’s granddaughter shows how nutmegs are harvested.
Source: C. Zuber.

The photograph in Figure 1O was initially taken to show what a nutmeg tree looked like and

how ripe nutmegs are traditionally harvested from the tree. However, the simplicity of the

image has been changed forever, and its connotations made far more complex because of the

events in 1999.  At the start of the proposals for the exhibition, the Moluccas were still an

obscure, remote, yet apparently stable part of the Republic of Indonesia. By the time the

exhibition opened, the Moluccas were undergoing a devastating and unprecedented period of

instability. Many Moluccans were killed, mostly in Ambon, but a few were killed in the

Banda Islands. After the fighting in Ambon, some Christians fled the capital and made their

way to Banda, where they had found refuge in the van den Broeke compound. The van den

Broeke family was attacked and five members were killed, including the granddaughter of

Wim van den Broeke, depicted here in the photograph. This was a significant event in the

Bandas, one that made headlines in the local newspapers, and on the inside pages of the

Australian newspapers.
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The photograph, whilst not remarkable for its technical or aesthetic qualities, signifies one of

the original nutmeg plantations owned by the same family that were part of the original

perkiniers of the 17th century. It also provides a link between the photographs in my

exhibition and the next chapter, which is about images from the Moluccan wars that flared up

in 1999, and led to the deaths of many Christian and Muslems, including that of the van den

Broeke family. Had I chosen to travel later than 1998, I would not have had the opportunity to

travel to the Moluccas, and it makes these images (in particular, the photographs) a record of

a part of Indonesia that has irrevocably been changed. Travel warnings exist for the region,

and it is unlikely that Griffith University would allow me to undertake the same journey. It

would have been impossible to conceive of the exhibition in the way that I was able to in

1998 when the photographs were taken.

Other photographs included in the exhibition framed the historical, religious and colonial

legacy alongside the ways in which the contemporary Spice Islanders have adapted the

colonial architecture for their own uses. Examples of this are to be found in numbers 52 to 60

on the CD which show the fortifications in Ternate in the North Moluccas. They show that the

fortifications have not been converted into tourist destinations, rather that they have become

part of the fabric of daily life. Bananas dry where the smell of stored cloves would have

permeated the clothes of the Dutch soldiers as they paraded in Fort Orange. Chickens and

children play at the foot of the satellite dishes, and the gravestone dated 1667 has become

another floor on which to place the bananas. The Maluku tourist bureau does have

information on Fort Orange, and the other fortifications in Ternate, but there are few tourists.

During my research, there was no other European in Ternate: no one it seemed was

interested in these significant historical sites.

Shipping and routes to the Spice Islands were a significant illustrative element in most

accounts of the Spice Islands and photographs 113 to 124 trace the various ways in which

harbours, ships and the sea were represented in accounts by nations involved in the spice

trade. These images reiterate the significance of shipping in the histories of the Spice Islands.

Maritime painting is a significant genre in the tradition of western art, and the Dutch were

considered amongst the best at painting ships at sea even though the goods they were trading

have become of less interest than the ships themselves.

Photographs can effectively represent the decline of the spice trade and photograph 29 looks

down the jetty in the harbour of Bandaneira toward the former VOC headquarters. The

broken
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lamp and the neglect of the buildings stand as a metaphor for the decline of the spice trade. In

number 88, the remarkably coherent logo of the VOC is chiseled in stone, carved into the

steps of 17th century colonial building in Bandaneira’s harbour.  Once a signifier of power it

is now just a step up into the place of worship trodden upon daily as worshippers enter a

Chinese temple. The logo keeps its aesthetic form remarkably well, and it is a powerful

graphic symbol for me at least, but it is an irrelevancy in the daily life of the Bandanese. Yet

again the buildings of the Dutch and Portuguese are appropriated by other cultures. It

remains as a gradually eroding reminder of the Dutch legacy of little consequence to its new

owners.

Finally, the CD also contains some more photographs of the exhibition that are not included

in this chapter. Number 1 gives scale to the images on canvas. Number 8 demonstrates scale

and positioning whilst number 9 shows the construction method of the artworks. Number 2

shows the projection system and 3 shows the old canvas sail that the slides were projected

onto.  Smaller jib sails were made to frame the projector and prevent light spill. Numbers 5

and 6 are T-shirts purchased in the Moluccas and demonstrate how colonial maps are used

as part of the promotional material for sale in Ambon and the Banda Islands. Number 7

shows how modernity and simple abstractions of forms also feature in souvenir/tourism

discourses. There were a few other choices in T-shirts, but these represent the most common

forms of tourism souvenirs. One other form was the sticker and one of those that differed from

the T-shirt is shown in number 10.

This sticker is more curious in its construction of imagery in that it connotes Hawaii or the

South Pacific perhaps. Yet at the same time it has an oriental feel to it, perhaps Japanese. The

word Indonesia sits at the top of the sticker, whilst the exotic Maluku Islands is round the

bottom half. Just underneath Indonesia are the words Sun, Sand Songs & Smiles. Perhaps

reiterating promotional discourses found in any warm islands, it is nonetheless curious that

islands so long synonymous with the spice trade have quite simply removed any reference to

spices. These are clearly no longer colonial possessions of the Dutch but provinces in the

most easterly regions of Indonesia, and as such the trade in spices is less significant than the

tourist trade, and even that is not of major significance.

A year after I bought this sticker and the T-shirts in Ambon, the Maluku province was

anything but a land of songs and smiles, as the province was torn by sectarian violence and

the market place where these purchases for the exhibition were made was burnt down.
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PART ONE
F R O M  M Y T H O L O G I CA L  IS LA N D S

TO  TH E M O LU CCA S
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CH A P T ER T WO

IMAGINING THE SPICE ISLANDS
The ways in which the Spice Islands were viewed by Western cultures prior to the

voyages of discovery by the Europeans
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Figure 2A. Christopher Columbus returns to Spain in 1493.
Source: Evelegh (1997).

In the exhibition, the projected slides allowed for some of the contradictions and complexities

to be explored as the images confront the viewer with strange maps, monsters and imaginary

creations that perpetuated in the Western imagination. This chapter examines the historical

contexts in which these images were originated and provides the viewers of the exhibition

with an explanation for the title, Islands of the Imagination. Photographs in the CD remind

the viewer that there were specific trading centres. and as such it is not difficult to imagine

how similar they must have looked when the first Europeans sailed into their calm waters.

This chapter reveals the split between the reality of these spice trading centres, and the ways

in which Europeans had imagined them.
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Any journey must be preceded by the desire to make it, and desires are inextricably bound

into our imaginations, so I would argue that if the Spice Islands were to be visited in ships

across real oceans, they needed to be travelled to first in the imaginations of sailors and their

sponsors. The search for spices was a powerful force in Western dreams and imaginings.

Whilst this thesis must initially deal with these imaginings, it should also sketch something of

what we know of the region prior to contact with the islands from the Iberians and the

Europeans. Some of this knowledge comes from archaeological finds and, whilst this tells

only a partial truth, the findings nonetheless have established evidence of a long history of

trading in spices that pre-dates European journeys to the Moluccas by thousands of years.

According to Swadling (1996:16), trade between New Guinea, the Moluccas and Asia was

established around a variety of commodities about 4000 years ago. One of the most important

of these was the Bird of Paradise plumes, and initially these plumes were more important than

the spice trade. Gradually spices, aromatic barks and timber replaced the feathers as prime

luxuries in Asia (Swadling, 1996:23). By 300 AD, the Moluccas and Timor had overtaken

Papua New Guinea as the focus for Asian trade. Chinese ships, or junks, were still regular

visitors to the region when the Portuguese first arrived there in the 16th century.

Evidence of trade with China comes both from written sources and from the physical

evidence of metal drums in what is now known as the South Moluccas — islands located to

the south of Banda. Archaeologists believe that the drums’ presence in the Moluccas directly

relates to the spice trade, as there are Han Dynasty written records that identify the cloves as

spices originating from the Moluccas (De Jong & Van Dijk, 1995:21). The Chinese viewed

the cloves as medicinal as much as epicurean, using them to freshen breath as well as to

flavour food. The Banda Islands grew nutmeg trees and also traded in cloves; as such, they

were one of the main sources for spices for Chinese, Middle Eastern and European markets

for several centuries before European contact. Spices gradually permeated through European

society, regarded as highly desirable, exotic and expensive commodities. All sorts of spices

were in demand. Not all came from the same source, but the most highly prized were the

“holy trinity of spices”: cloves, nutmeg and mace from the Moluccas. Archaeological

evidence shows that cloves were to be found in the Euphrates valley as far back as 1700 BC.

This is the first direct evidence of a trade in spices that emanated exclusively from a select

group of islands in the Moluccas.

The Arabs controlled the spice trade that fed the European markets, and they knew the source

of the spices as “jazirat-al-mulk”, the land of many kings. The Portuguese pronunciation of
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“mulk” gave the west the word “Moluco” and the Moluccas in the plural form (Swadling,

1996:23). The term “Moluccas” referred to just a few islands, but stories about their location

were a spicy blend of conjecture, exotic projections and fanciful imaginings. For example,

Banda — which grew nutmeg only, but also traded in cloves at that time — was not

considered part of the Moluccas; however, during the process of colonization, it most

definitely became one of the “Spice Islands” in the eyes of the Europeans.

Cloves, nutmeg and mace were important commodities in a complex trade pattern that spread

through various routes overland and by sea, and by the time the spices reached European

markets they fetched extremely high prices. According to Thomas Saurez (1999), references

to ‘Islands of Spice’ in Arab texts are often vague, perhaps suggesting that their remoteness

gave rise to problems in defining exactly where they were located. This is particularly so in

societies that depended upon a network that was held together not by written contracts and

maps, but by verbal agreements and oral histories. Other writers believe their location was

deliberately kept shrouded in secrecy by those who knew because the source of profits and

trade networks could better be protected that way. However, without the navigational aids that

could determine the latitude and longitude of the islands, no one really knew their exact

location.

By the 10th century, Italy had entered the spice trade, with Venice and Genoa the main

sources of cloves and other spices for northern Europe. Italian ports were made wealthy by

acting as clearing houses for the trade in spices and other exotic goods from the East. During

the Middle Ages, Europe gradually lost its dependency on Asian traders for silks and other

goods but not for spices: the mystique of the Spice Islands grew as the demand for spices

outstripped supply. Spices were given all sorts of attributes during the medieval period and,

although nutmeg and mace performed no real function as a food preservative (as salt and

pepper did), they were used in various ways. For example, there is a suggestion in Chaucer’s

Canterbury Tales that nutmeg could be put in ale for flavour, and also in coffers to keep

clothes smelling sweet (Mulherin, 1994:10). Spices were status symbols for the ruling classes,

and had significant ceremonial and symbolic functions (Schivelbusch, 1992:9). They could be

presented as gifts, just as jewels were; lovers might exchange spices as pledges; and they

might constitute a separate course in a banquet. At refined tables, spices were passed around

on a spice platter during the meal or just after it, and the platter was divided into

compartments for each specific spice. More spices might be added to an already spicy meal,

mixed with wines or boiled up like tea. They were also considered useful aids in the

preparation of drugs — cloves, for example, helped with toothaches and bad breath. Spicers
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had their own businesses and were regarded as apothecaries or druggists — presumably each

with his own recipes and cures for all manner of conditions.

Spices were an important part of European society, and the uses to which they might be put

were expanding. Cloves, nutmeg and mace in particular signified wealth for those able to

afford these tastes of paradise. Regardless of whether or not the Europeans knew the countries

from whence the spice had originated, they were most definitely from Eastern lands — lands

that were other than their own — and the whereabouts of these other lands was subject to

endless speculation. Even a name such as India, which we now associate with a continent and

nation-state, was a term of vagueness for lands as yet unknown, but somewhere to the east.

Even as late as the 15th century, descriptions of the Spice Islands’ location varied, partly

because there were different sources for the purchase of spices. The Bandas, for example,

were some considerable distance from the islands of Ternate and Tidore (usually a few weeks,

sailing), yet both were trading centres for the spices. Often Malay merchants preferred to

purchase their cloves from the Banda Islands rather than sailing all the way to the Moluccan

islands where the cloves actually originated. Without written records, it has been difficult to

establish the exact nature of these trading patterns, but these most highly regarded of spices

travelled into both Asia and Europe from what was vaguely understood as the Spice Islands,

for they were very much still islands of the imagination. They were subject to speculation and

rumour in regards to their whereabouts; what was certain was that the spices grown there

were increasingly in demand.

Whilst representations of the Moluccas in the form of drawings or engravings are not to be

found from the periods before the European incursions into the East, the region was subject to

the imaginings of the European and Iberian countries in many and varied forms — for

example, The Journeys of Marco Polo. Without doubt, spices were the driving force behind

the extraordinary exploits of the seafarers from Spain, Portugal, Holland, England and France.

Whilst the commodities of nutmeg, mace and cloves were tangible, the ways in which the

sources of these spices were viewed were many and varied.  They were characterised by

fictions and legends that circulated in many communities throughout the medieval world of

Europe.
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Figure 2B. Hartmann Schedel, Antipode, 1493,Woodcut, Nuremberg Chronicle.
Source: Eisler (1995).

According to Leonard Andaya in The World of Maluku (1993), Greek myths and fables were

influential in the way that the West perceived the East. In the broadest sense, the Spice

Islands were located somewhere in the East (or India), in a place where monsters roamed

abroad. Greek myths were elaborated on through Roman times, and various forms of

monsters were discussed as if they were a very real part of life in India. For example,

Troglodytes emanated from the East and so did the antipodeans.5 Theories about the men who

had feet facing the wrong way were an example of the enduring myths of those peoples that

occupied the southern hemisphere. Life was postulated as the opposite to life in the northern

hemisphere, as figure 2B from a 1493 woodcut in the Nuremberg Chronicle shows.

The Spice Islands, then, existed along with other continents and islands in a sea of otherness.

Perhaps they were near the Garden of Eden, or closer to Hades where volcanoes would spew

forth hellish odours as fire and brimstone erupted from the trembling earth. Many speculated,

no one really knew, and all ideas were seen through various European mythologies, which in

turn were gradually replaced by Christian beliefs and their own ways of seeing the world.

European and Hellenic cultures were endlessly fascinated by stories about the East, as Marco

Polo’s adventures had proven during the 13th century. Even though he was never to describe

personally these mythical monsters from first-hand experience, illustrations of them

nonetheless found their way into at least one edition of his travel adventures (Humble,

1978:24).

                                                  
5 In Latin, anti means opposite and podes feet, and the antipodes became the southern hemisphere.
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Figure 2C. Illustration from an edition of Marco Polo, Photo Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.
Source: Humble (1978).

Later, in the 14th century, Mandeville’s Travels was a best seller. The accounts of

Mandeville’s travels in the East were somehow believable to audiences. Now his work is

considered mostly fiction spiced with other travellers’ accounts.6 Regardless of its accuracy, it

was influential in keeping medieval imaginations fuelled with the desire to journey far to the

East, to discover islands of gold, silver and spice.

As they penetrated further east in order to discover spices (and Christians) so the images of

the Indies with their exotic commodities fuelled the desires of European society with fanciful

stories and engravings that were as much tall tales as factual accounts. Fabulous birds, sea

monsters, mermaids and giant crabs were part of the stories that were told in courts and

seaports alike. The Spice Islands existed in parallel configurations, as both fiction and fact,

heaven and hell at the furthest reaches of both imagination and physical capabilities of God-

fearing/loving Christians.

According to Andaya, the search for spices and the desire to travel are also linked to a much

wider belief that Asia was the birthplace of Mankind, and a journey to the East was, in a

sense, a search for the original Garden of Eden. The journey was a form of a homecoming to

the sunrise, and to the source of life itself.  These beliefs manifested themselves most

                                                  
6 His work plagiarised the travels of others and, whilst his work has remained in print, his identity is still not verified.
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Figure 2D. Illustration from De Bry’s Voyages depicts shipwrecked sailors in the Far East.
Source: Napier (1971).

significantly in a conviction by the Portuguese and the Spanish that they had a profound God-

given right to be in the Spice Islands. According to their beliefs, it was their duty as Christians

to bring civilisation back to the East with the aid of Christ and his teachings. These religious

convictions, although moderated over the centuries, have persisted to this day and, I believe,

still influence contemporary foreign policy in Western cultures.

Peter Matyr, writing in the early 16th century, compared the feats of Magellan to those of the

classical heroes from Hellenic mythologies. However, during the 15th and 16th centuries, the

dominance of the Catholic Church was beginning to have particular effects on Christian

attitudes to the East, particularly since it was populated with Mohammedans, as Muslims

were sometimes known. In the early 16th century, the Spice Islands were viewed with

suspicion by Matyr, as it was thought that:

They have so to speak glided into our ken, not without serious consequences

to us; for characters soften, men often become effeminate, virtues weaken, and

people are seduced by these voluptuous odours, perfumes and spices. (Matyr

in Suarez, 1999:75).

So the Spice Islands, whilst desirable, were also dangerous to the Christians and their morals

because of their capacity to seduce. The fear that Matyr presents us with has prevailed for

centuries, and somehow the Spice Islands became synonymous with devilish, seductive
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forces. Alison Broinowski has suggested in her book The Yellow Lady that the origins of the

attitudes Australians adopted to Asia lay in Europe, and she suggests that this has persisted

through to the 21st century, perpetuating myths and reinforcing the simple binary of the

masculine West/feminine East.

Perceptions formed in the 16th century about the nature of the Spice Islands, before they

were even located and mapped, have persistently influenced the Western imagination.

Spices, seduction, Arabs, drugs all signified the perils that faced Christians, and such views

were effectively established years before the Europeans discovered the islands.

In one the most popular books of the late 17th century, Paradise Lost (originally published

in 1667), Milton makes reference to the original Spice Islands, probably drawing his detail

from the same maps that Valentine used for his published work. In Book Two, Milton has

Satan (no less) flying to the Spice Islands, leaving his domain where he presides.

O’er a universe of death, which God by curse

 Created evil, for evil only good,

Where all life dies, death lives and Nature breeds,

Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things,

 Abominable, unutterable, and worse

Than fables yet have feigned or fear conceived,

Gorgons, and Hydras, and Chimeras dire.

Meanwhile the Adversary of God and Man,

Satan, with thoughts inflamed of highest design,

Puts on wings, and toward the gates of Hell

Explores his solitary flight …

Satan was then to be found

Close sailing by Bengala, or the isles

Of Ternate and Tidore, whence merchants bring

Their spicy drugs;

(Milton, 1869:45)

Clearly, Milton would have been aware of the location of these islands, and invoked them in

a very particular way that would have made sense to his audience of the late 17th century.  It

would be difficult for a poet or even a travel writer to use Ternate and Tidore as a reference
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points today, even though the term Spice Islands as a generic reference may still have

similar residual or trace connotations. Milton’s epic poem represents many of the prevailing

ideological and theological ideas of the period, and in this section the Spice Islands are

quintessentially antipodean, a place where “Nature breeds, Perverse, all monstrous, all

prodigious things”. There were sites where it may be possible for the imagination to

continue including the possibility of men who had their feet round the wrong way, or one

eye in the middle of their forehead.

In figure 2E, a 16th century illustration, a sea serpent is depicted devouring sailors. Milton

was writing about tangible locations such as Ternate and Tidore, but with a way of seeing

the world that was a mix of myths, monsters and Christianity, and in many ways a legacy of

the epic navigations of the Portuguese and Spanish in the 16th century. The monsters were

illustrated in various forms, but lacked any real consistency because they were derived from

hearsay, not observable forms. Nonetheless, the idea that monsters existed in remote seas

perpetuated the exotic nature of the Spice Islands — an image which became difficult to

dispel even when they were finally located by the Portuguese.

Figure 2E. Sea serpent devouring sailors, Swiss engraving, 1558.
Source: Humble (1978).

In the CD, Photographs 11, 12, 13, 20 and 21 are useful in seeing the spices laid out to dry in

ways that have changed little since the Europeans first described these scenes. Now the

simple aesthetic of pattern is attractive regardless of the shift in economic value. Photographs

79, 80 and 81 show how trade has bypassed these once significant harbours, primarily

because the Dutch moved the spice trade to the town of Ambon, on the other side of the

island. The villages depicted here were subjected to sectarian violence in 1999.



CH A P T ER T H RE E

THROUGH IBERIAN EYES
Portugal and Spain reach the Spice Islands and seek out the holy trinity of spices:

nutmeg, mace and cloves.
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Figure 3A. The Cakele dance with Cakele Shields, Lonthor, Banda
Source: C. Zuber, 1998.

The above photograph is part of a series of images that I recorded during my research in the

Banda Islands. This ceremony was an annual event and it was fortuitous that I was able to be

there to record this ceremony. There were also anthropologists from America, and some of

the photographs that I shot included tourists and the filmmaker/anthropologists. Here the

choice of image is for the audience to imagine that the traditions of dance, ritual and costume

have changed little since engravings of the cakele dance first reached European audiences in

the 17th century through the publications of the Dutch.

In this image of the Cakele dance, the enduring shape of the shield is clearly visible, and we

know from accounts of the Portuguese as well as the Dutch that the shield certainly predates

colonialism. In some instances, the helmets and other elements of the costume are influenced

by the Iberian and the Dutch costumes, but the Cakelele dance is recognised as particular to

the Spice Islands or Moluccas and represents a continuity of indigenous practice that is of

significance to researchers across a broad spectrum of interests, and for my research was one

of the most spectacular manifestations of a cultural performance that has been maintained

from at least the 15th century.
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Before the arrival of the Portuguese in the Indies, trade with Asia and the Middle East had

largely been in the control of the Arabs and of the Malay and Gujarati Muslims. The Javanese

also played a role, as did the Chinese, who called at Eastern Indian ports and occasionally

reached the Malabar Coast. Gujuratis from India traded in textiles, opium, grain and other

commodities, trading as far afield as the Moluccas for spices and Timor for sandalwood — a

trade that was largely carried out without excessive force or protectionism. According to

Curtin (1984:136), the Muslims were the most important single religious community in Asian

maritime trade, but they were not a monolithic group. Curtin suggests that earlier historians

represented a Muslim hegemony over Indian Ocean trade that was replaced by a Portuguese

monopoly achieved by force. However, Curtin suggests that:

Even the Muslims were divided into many different and separate trade communities,

and they rarely tried to intervene with trade by other religious communities … It is

safe to assume that peaceful Portuguese shipping could have joined in free

competition with existing traders. (Curtin, 1984: 137)

Here, Curtin imagines other possibilities for the Portuguese, but at the time the intention of

the Portuguese was to replace the established Levant trade route that the Muslims had

established with Venice, rather than to take their place as another trader in the region. As

Boxer suggests, from the 15th century the aim of Portugal was to “wrest control of the spice

trade from the Muslims by force, with the aid of the newly discovered Indian Christians”

(Boxer, 1969:37).

In his book on the Portuguese seaborne empire, Boxer recounts the story of an encounter

between one of Vasco Da Gama’s crew and a couple of Spanish-speaking Tunisians who

were surprised to see the Portuguese in Calicut, India. They asked the crew member what

brought them there, to which he replied: “We have come to seek Christians and spices.”

(Boxer, 1969:45) Whilst they did find Christians and pepper in India towards the end of the

15th century, they were still to discover the source of the most highly prized of spices: cloves,

nutmeg and mace.

It was at the start of this epoch that King Manuel of Portugal took on the title “Lord of the

conquest, navigation and commerce of Ethiopia, India, Arabia and Persia”, a title that the

Portuguese crown retained for centuries (Boxer, 1969:48). Both in the ports and on the seas,

this ordained sovereignty was exercised with authority and unlicensed ships were liable to be

sunk or seized by the well-armed Portuguese, particularly if they belonged to Muslim traders.
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In 1513, Ibn Iyas, the Cairo Chronicler, reported that in Egypt the Portuguese were

particularly aggressive, on one occasion sailing twenty vessels into the Red Sea where they

attacked Indian merchant vessels, making it difficult to obtain turbans and veils in Egypt.

According to Savery (1992:67), the attack was not just to deprive Cairo of turbans and veils,

as Albuquerque planned to seize the Prophet Muhammad’s body at Medina and to starve

Mamluk Egypt by digging a canal to drain the Nile into the Red Sea. The sultan, for his part,

had threatened to destroy Christ’s tomb in Jerusalem. Savery’s National Geographic article,

“Portugal’s Sea Road to the East”, typifies contemporary reporting of the hostilities in the

spice trade between Christians and Muslims. The binaries of Christian versus Muslim

characterise the representations in literature since the first voyages from Europe in search of

spices. It would seem that these binary oppositions have changed form somewhat, but still

continue into the 21st century.

Regardless of Muslim opinion, Albuquerque extended the trading empire to include the

“odiferous pistil”, as the clove was sometimes called, and, with it, nutmeg and mace. This

control of the source of the spices effectively put an end to the Muslim trade monopoly, but

the Portuguese still had to deal with the fact that the major clove-producing islands were

controlled by the sultans of Ternate and Tidore, who had converted to Islam in the 14th

century before the arrival of the first Christians.

By the mid-16th century, the Portuguese were probably importing about half the spices that

reached Europe, but Western histories that suggest that the Portuguese established a

stranglehold in the spice trade are misleading according to Curtin (1984:144). In spite of their

powerful and well-armoured vessels, the Portuguese were only one of the many different

traders that operated in the region. Even in Goa, a key entrepôt for the Portuguese, they were

outnumbered by Asian traders. Throughout the Indies trading routes, there were Hindus and

Muslims from India, Christian Nestorians from Asia and Africa, and Muslims from Africa,

Persia, Arabia and Malabar (Curtin, 194:145). But, however complex trading patterns really

were during the 16th century, most accounts from the time suggest that both the Hindus and

Muslims were fiercely opposed to the vigorous preaching of the Portuguese priests.

Francis Xavier was the most famous of the early missionaries who spent time in the Spice

Islands. His legacy has had a profound effect on the Portuguese histories of the region, but his

interest was in collecting more souls rather than the spices from the islands. The legends of

Xavier reinforce the belief of Eden as an earthly paradise located somewhere in the East. The

idea of an earthly paradise was fixed in the medieval mind by the texts published via newly
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invented printing presses and in the woodcuts and engravings printed alongside the written

texts (Corn, 1998:65). As literacy and the control of printing presses were almost exclusively

in the hands of the church, it is not surprising that the miracles of Francis Xavier in the East

became widely known. Images and stories relating to Francis Xavier permeate many popular

texts about the spice trade and the age of exploration. These accounts and illustrations detail

his exploits and, at the same time, trace attitudes and ideologies prevalent at the time. The

miraculous was encountered frequently and, as a way of understanding the prevailing beliefs,

and how the Portuguese were more interested in their religious activities than the spice trade,

two of these miracles will be recounted here.

Francis Xavier travelled first to Goa from Lisbon, and then further east to Malacca and finally

to the Moluccas, or Spice Islands, where he hoped to find conversion a little easier than it had

proved to be in Goa. He arrived in Ambon in 1546, and it was in these islands that his

reputation as particularly gifted and miraculous Christian was made. Charles Corn (1998)

recounts an incident in which Francis Xavier was crossing to Ceram from Ambon in rough

weather when, in an attempt to calm the waters by divine intervention, he dipped his crucifix

into the troubled waters only to see it disappear under the waves. He grieved openly about its

loss. The next day he was walking on the beach at Ceram with another Portuguese, Fausto

Rodrigues (from whom the story originates), when they saw a crab emerge from the sea with

the crucifix held upright in its pincers. After Francis took the crucifix, the crab scuttled back

into the sea, and the two devout Catholics remained in prayer for half an hour. A great and

miraculous event was recorded in the search for Christians in the Spice Islands.
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Figure 3B. Francis Xavier performing a miracle on his way from the Spice Islands.
Source: Napier (1971).

Another miracle is illustrated by a medieval painting reproduced in Lands of Spice and

Treasure (Napier, 1971:71). On his way to Japan after leaving the Spice Islands, the ship ran

out of water, and the painting depicts Xavier being lowered into the water whereupon the sea

water turned into fresh drinking water (Napier, 1971:72) — which, as can be imagined, was a

particularly useful miracle for the tropics. According to Corn (1998:79), by the time he

reached Ternate he had already become known as a miracle worker. His aim was to

consolidate the Christian faith in the Moluccas and then seek new converts in the even more

dangerous pagan island of Morotai.

Xavier and other missionaries were in the business of establishing a community of Christians

even though Islam had recently been introduced to the region. In the northern Moluccas,

which he called “islands of divine hope” (Corn, 1998:80), Xavier continued his missionary

zeal on behalf of Portugal and Christ. In many ways, it was Francis Xavier who was

responsible for the descriptions and images of the region during the 16th century, and these

images were both divine and dangerous: heaven and hell occupied the minds of Europeans

simultaneously. Xavier then could refer to the Spice Islands as islands of divine hope, yet was
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preaching to “the heathens” that an erupting volcano was “a hell to which went all those given

to adoration of idols” (Xavier, in Corn, 1998:8). So, whilst he wrote with fondness of the

people of Ternate who he converted, he also could write of the yet to be visited island of

Morotai that:

There is a heathen tribe called the tabaru in these parts, which makes a pastime of

murder. I am told that when they can find nobody else to kill, they slaughter their

own sons or wives. They have also slaughtered many Christians. (Xavier in a letter to

Rome, cited in Corn, 1998:81)

The creation of these monstrous beings was not limited to the Spice Islands of course, and the

same kind of othering took place in many colonising endeavours, including the Pacific.  As

Peter Beiharz observes in Imaging the Antipodes (1997), there were two sides to the way that

Tahiti was imagined — a light side and a dark side. But the Spice Islands in particular

invoked extreme descriptions in the Portuguese chronicles. Typically, the dark side was

represented by the heathens, often in the hills far away, who were inaccessible and

unbaptised. Also on the dark side were the forces of nature: erupting volcanoes, cyclones and

water spouts were the most feared of these, presenting real dangers to sailors so far from

home. The forces of nature could kill. There are many accounts of sailors dying of the

“Fluxe”. Dysentery is now the name for what was just one of the many ways in which nature

could strike sailors down, often fatally. Although there are no engravings of these deaths in

the Pigaffeta journals, they are mentioned as an almost daily occurrence during certain parts

of the voyage. Even if the sailors prayed for their lives, there was no guarantee a benevolent

God was more powerful than the forces of nature in the waters around Spice Islands. So the

writings of Xavier, and the accounts of his miracles, typify the ways in which the Portuguese

saw and recorded the Spice Islands through the eyes of Christianity. There was, however, a

much more pragmatic side to the Portuguese adventurers, and the use of artists to assist in the

control of the spice trade was emerging.
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Whilst the Catholic Church was printing stories and accounts by such travellers as Francis

Xavier, the Portuguese also created visual images of the Spice Islands derived from

observation. Accurate charts and maps were one of the most highly sought-after commodities

in European society, but the Portuguese also documented the sights they saw in drawings

referred to as rutters. The Portuguese sailors travelled with artists during their voyages and

produced exquisite pictorial records of the region, which included the flora, fauna, shorelines,

seas, and even such phenomena as water spouts.

Figure 3C. Portuguese rutters in Livro by Fransisco Rodrigues, 1512.
Source: Eisler (1995).
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The rutters were often a collection of coastal views and, judging by the liveliness of some of

the drawings, look as though they were executed as the ships sailed by the lands which so

fascinated the artists. The artist, having little time for deliberation in the rendering of scenes

in front of him, gives immediacy to the pen work of the rutters. In William Eisler’s book, The

Furthest Shore, there is a rutter which dates from 1512; these are amongst the very first

known illustrations from the Moluccas (Figure 3C). The confident and florid penwork seems

to pay little attention to perspective and scale; rather, it functions as a visual narrative of the

journey. The lyrical pen lines and compositional techniques complement the early maps made

by the Portuguese seafarers and, whilst they no doubt have a function in aiding subsequent

voyagers recognise their location, their aesthetic attributes mark them as a unique and

important record of the Spice Islands.

What is certain is that in the course of their exploration in eastern waters they [the

Portuguese] devised extraordinary pictorial records of seas and shorelines, plants,

animals and even meteorological phenomena, more than two and half centuries

before Cook. (Eisler, 1995:17)

These illustrations were important and valuable when they were first brought back to the

Iberian coast from voyages that have been described as amongst the most significant ever

made in the history of world exploration. They remain relatively unrecognised as an art form,

yet certainly stand as a significant step in establishing the profound relationship which art has

with science.

One of the most useful books on maps of the region is Early Mapping of South East Asia by

Thomas Suarez (1999:79). Suarez suggests that the first real appearance of the Spice Islands

was on a 1457 map by Conti, who was probably the first European to reach these legendary

islands. The names of the islands do not obviously relate to the names that are now part of the

Moluccas or Banda, but this was not in itself remarkable for the names and descriptions of

islands in the region vary considerably during the 15th and early 16th centuries. For example,

Vathema’s description of Banda as being a “very flat low country about one hundred miles in

circumference and very ugly and gloomy” (Suarez, 1999:113) does not describe the Bandas

well, as can be seen by my photograph of the Banda Islands (Figure 3D).
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Figure 3D. View of Gunung Api, Banda Islands.
Source: C. Zuber, 1998.

So what was Varthema describing? There are no islands near Banda, and the few small

islands of Banda are neither ugly nor flat. They are the tips of a calderic rim; the still-active

volcano of Guning Api is living proof of that. After travelling from what was supposed to be

Banda, Varthema took only twelve days to reach the Moluccas, where Ternate and Tidore are

the main islands, but his description again is not a convincing one. The Spice Islands, it seems

to anyone who has visited them, do not match those of Varthema’s description. During the

16th century, the desire to be able to recount that the Spice Islands had been found led to

claims that now appear to have been false.

The Spice Islands still remained less than real in both written descriptions and maps as the

Portuguese entered into uncharted waters, particularly as the navigators were without accurate

ways of establishing longitude. However, their fevered imaginings and descriptions could not

be refuted easily upon their return to Europe, and ambitious imaginings often passed as truths.

Rather than seeing these descriptions as an aberration, it is more useful now to recognise that

discrepancies in the recording of names and places were more common than agreements

about the nature of the Spice Islands. There were many ways of seeing the Spice Islands, and

many ideas in circulation about where they were to be found.
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Francis Serrao provided the earliest first-hand Portuguese estimate of the position of the

Moluccas, and it was his information that provided the inspiration and information for

Magellan’s great voyage. Serrao and Magellan were both Portuguese, although Magellan was

to make his extraordinary voyage on behalf of Spain, not his native country of Portugal.

Serrao was the first Portuguese and the first European to have first-hand experience of living

in the Moluccas,7 but even so his estimations of the placement of the Moluccas were

inaccurate according to Charles Boxer (1969:48). Whilst there are many accounts of his

voyages, and Magellan is always included in surveys of the world’s greatest navigational

feats, often the objective of reaching the Spice Islands is overlooked; however, it is clear from

his journals that it was the Spice Islands that were the main object of the journey.

Figure 3E. Map of Indian Ocean and the Moluccas, c. 1522 showing the vertical line of
demarcation separating Portuguese and Spanish territorial ambitions. Biblioteca del Re.
Source: Napier (1971).
                                                  
7 There are numerous accounts of his shipwreck and subsequent adventures in Ternate, where he stayed until he died in
suspicious circumstances just before Magellan’s fleet arrived in Ternate.
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Significantly, Serrao’s inaccuracy in locating the longitude of the Moluccas led to the start of

a political and geographic war between Portugal and Spain. Serrao wanted to protect his

personal interests in Ternate as the Sultan’s right-hand man, and according to Boxer there

may well have been even more complex reasons for the way that Serrao positioned the Spice

Islands8 — which appeared to benefit Spain rather than Portugal. A map in Turin dating from

1522 is the earliest known map to name the various islands of the Moluccas (Napier,

1971:64). Its main feature (perhaps not surprisingly) is a vertical, north–south red line of

demarcation dividing the Spanish and Portuguese territories. The line was first drawn in the

Atlantic, and then extended round the globe.

After Magellan’s fleet had returned to Spain in 1524, there was no agreement on where the

Moluccas were located and a line of demarcation was eventually drawn up by papal decree

which located the Spice Islands as Spanish. In 1529, Spain conditionally relinquished the

Moluccas to Portugal for a fee, but their location was still not fixed on maps with any great

certainty. Mapping errors and misinformation about the locations of both Banda and the

Moluccas continued to frustrate other nations’ attempts to locate these most desired of

islands. The Portuguese made their maps for certain eyes only; they were effectively state

secrets.

The most important sources of information on the Spice Islands that were made widely

available (and consequently continually referred to by most historians writing about this

period) are accounts by those who survived the Magellan expedition. The most significant of

these is Pigafetta, who was officially responsible for documenting Magellan’s voyage.

There is evidence of Magellan’s fleet visiting the Moluccas in his journals (which were

written in 1525). He describes the arrival at the clove-producing islands as the most

significant event of their journey. On sighting these islands, the fleet were:

. ... so much rejoiced, since we had passed twenty seven months less two days in

search of Maloku, wandering for that object among the immense number of islands

(Pigafetta, 1987:36).

The main islands of the Moluccas are identified by name, but the inscription on the

accompanying map repeats an error common throughout the first half of the 16th century in

that it places all these islands south of the equator. According to Suarez (1999), mistakes in

                                                  
8 For a more complete description of the circumstances, see Suarez (1999).
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the translation of Pigafetta’s journal led to other problems in the location of the Indies. He

maintains that when the mapmaker Fine used the original French translation of Pigafetta’s

journal errors were introduced in the determination of longitudinal distances. Pigafetta

determined his longitudes based upon the line of demarcation drawn up to determine Spanish

and Portuguese territories, but Suarez believes that the French translator made errors which

had the effect of concatenating the Pacific Ocean, thereby misleading subsequent mapmakers

as well as perpetuating further the mysteries surrounding the location of the Spice Islands.

Figure 3F. The Molucca Islands, Pigafetta, c.1525. Woodcut rendering in Primo Viaggio
Intorno al Globo Terracqueo, based on the Italian manuscript, Milan.
Source: Suárez (1999).

Pigafetta’s journals did, however, produce with reasonable accuracy the first evidence of the

names of the main clove-producing islands and their relationship to each other. Figure 3F

shows Pigafetta’s woodcut rendering from an Italian manuscript (Suarez, 1999:125). Also,

following convention at the time, they are arranged from south to north, not north to south as

we now recognise them. So, even though for the first time we have an illustration that proves

the visit by Magellan’s fleet to the Spice Islands, there were still difficulties for navigators

wishing to find these islands again with certainty.
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Whilst navigation by the constellations of stars and movement of planets proved to be fairly

accurate in determining latitudes, the problems of calculating longitude continued until the

accuracy of chronometers guaranteed consistency. Difficulties in establishing longitudinal

certitude contributed to errors in maps for centuries after the Portuguese first reached the

Spice Islands. It also ensured the continuation of rivalries between Spain and Portugal over

who “owned” the Spice Islands. The ownership was never satisfactorily resolved between

them, even with the Pope’s intervention, and in the end the issue of the Spice Islands as

property was made irrelevant by the Dutch, who forced both countries out of the Moluccas.

Spain, however, retained the Philippines as part of its empire and the Portuguese kept East

Timor as their colonial territory until 1975. The former Portuguese territory was incorporated

into Indonesia in 1975. In 1999, a referendum led to independence for East Timor in 2002.

Legacies from the 16th century still endure in East Timor and the Spice Islands, and religion

continues to be a divisive issue in both regions.

Magellan is now famous through Western history lessons as the first European to

circumnavigate the globe, despite the fact that he personally did not survive the voyage.

Accounts of his fleet’s accomplishments find their way readily into the popular imagination,

and details of the voyage have become standard references since the 16th century. The

chroniclers of Magellan’s voyage, especially Pigaffeta, bring us for the very first time

evidence of the existence of the Spice Islands in illustrative and descriptive form. Whilst these

do not include the Banda Islands, the northern Moluccan islands of Ternate and Tidore that

grew the cloves certainly were the most significant Spice Islands in the eyes of the Portuguese

and Spanish.

Whilst popular texts and generalised historical accounts gradually erase the Spice Islands

from the imaginations of audiences today, surveys of the literature, maps and illustrations of

the 16th century make it clear that the search for nutmeg, mace and cloves was the driving

force in the very first European colonial endeavours.  The spices found there were imbued

with a significance difficult to comprehend today in an age where spices are cheap and readily

available. The extraordinary difficulties in reaching these islands meant that they were

assured of an exotic status, and almost anything that was associated with them became of

value, none more so than the Bird of Paradise plumes.

In the CD, photographs 24 25 and 26, show the dominance of the volcano, Gunung Api

reinforcing the distinctive nature of the Banda Islands. Photographs 74 to 78 show the
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Cakelele ceremony, which was noted by the Portuguese, and endures from pre-colonial

practices to the post colonial period.

In Ternate, I climbed high into hills that still contained villages collecting and drying cloves

in a way described by the Portuguese and Dutch. Photograph 47 shows the view from the

hills into the harbour provided me with views of the calderic rim that has changed little since

the 15th century.



CH A P T ER F O U R

THEY CALL THEM BOLON DINATA
The Birds of Paradise achieve mythological status, and it is centuries before they

finally come down to earth.
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Figure 4A. Hans Balding, Bird of Paradise, c. 1522. Silverpoint, Statens Museum for Kunst,
Copenhagen.
Source: Eisler (1995).

In my exhibition there were several Birds of Paradise from the Queensland Museum, one of

which I selected from their archives. It was important that these birds were included in the

exhibition as they have been synonymous with the Spice Islands since the 15th century.  They

are significant in that the first ways in which they were known in the west was in direct

relationship to the Spice Islands, or Moluccas. I particularly wanted specimens for the

installation as no discussion on the Spice Islands and their exotic connotations could be

complete without some examples of these fabulous birds.

For the museum, the Birds of Paradise were not particularly associated with the Moluccas,

but rather signified a collection that were part of a diverse variety of flora and fauna that

were intercepted by customs officers on their way in to Australia. In the case of particularly

interesting specimens, such as the Birds of Paradise, they were donated to the Queensland

Museum. It was from the extensive collection of confiscated goods that I chose several

different species that were in good condition, and suitable for display (see Figure 1K).

Two of the birds were stuffed, one was essentially a dried carcass, and one was a flattened

carcass affixed to a bone handle, which transformed the bird into a fan. From the style of the

bone handle, it appeared to have been made in the late 19th century. However, the earliest

representations and descriptions of the Birds of Paradise arrive in Europe much earlier.
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The first known illustration of the Birds of Paradise is attributed to Hans Balding and,

according to Eisler, was said to depict one of the five specimens brought back with

Magellan’s fleet by Juan Sebastien del Cano in 1522 (Eisler, 1995:34).  With Magellan’s

cargo of spices was the perfect example of the wondrous manifestations of ‘God’s Work’ and

proof of the existence of a heavenly paradise on Earth. Like the other products of the Spice

Islands, the Birds of Paradise were given attributes that were based as much upon myths as

they were upon facts. The way in which these Birds of Paradise were first obtained from the

Spice Islands is documented in Pigafetta’s journals. He recounts that, whilst visiting one of

the five main clove-producing islands:

The king of Bachian gave us for the king of Spain two most beautiful dead birds …

they never fly except when the wind blows. They told us that these birds come from

the terrestrial paradise, and they call them bolon dinata that is divine birds. (Pigafetta,

1987:35)

One particularly fine illustration of the Bird of Paradise is reproduced in Eisler (1995: 36).

The originals are to be found in the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Copenhagen. The

watercolours bear the monogram CA (Christopher Amberger) and the date 1567

(Figure 4B).

Figure 4B. Two Birds of Paradise, c. 1567. Watercolour, Christopher Amberger.
Source: Eisler (1995).
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Figure 4C. Roeland Savery Landscape with Birds, 1628.
Source: Print from Das Kunsthistorische Museum, Vienna.

In order to give a context to the Birds of Paradise, and their role in the mythologising of the

Spice Islands, I want to discuss them initially through Savery’s painting Landscape with

Birds, which dates from 1628 and hangs in the Kunsthistorische Museum, Vienna

(Figure 4C). I was able to see this picture in Vienna, although it is not a painting that I have

seen reproduced anywhere in any publication that related to either the Spice Islands or Birds

of Paradise. It is a significant work for this thesis in that it reveals much of the mythology of

the birds, and even more about how they represented ideas in circulation during the 16th and

17th centuries. This is the period in which Iberian control in the spice trade was supplanted by

Dutch merchants, who remained in the Spice Islands for the next 300 years controlling the

trade in spices and Birds of Paradise.

In various ways, it exemplifies the ideology and religious beliefs of a confident European

society in the Renaissance whilst demonstrating the great status the bird enjoyed at that time.

Titled, somewhat prosaically, Landscape with Birds, the composition presents the viewer with

a cornucopia of ornithological specimens set in a typically arcadian landscape. In the

foreground is a compendium of exotic birds — including the now-extinct dodo. The peacocks

and parrots would have been familiar to European eyes for centuries, as they were bred in

captivity and, as tamed birds, formed part of the known (if not originally European) world. As

such, the artist has foregrounded the exotic, with the more familiar ducks and swans as
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tangible, recognisable, detailed specimens that he would no doubt have been able to observe

and sketch first-hand.

The arcadian towers on the right look down upon the fecund valley below, where a watering

hole is filled with creatures intended to manifest the diversity of God’s handiwork. This

causes the viewer to contemplate the natural pageantry that was within the realm of the

Kingdom of God. The eye is led through the valley into the distance, where the forms of

buildings are sketched, and beyond them there are hills hazy and indistinct but nevertheless

inviting and promising. The eye is invited to travel into the unknown, to venture down the

path, which may lead to Arcadia, to the lands that were the source of the Birds of Paradise

and, by association, the fabled Spice Islands.

At the time Savery was painting, it was widely known that the Islands which were the source

of the exotic spices of nutmeg, mace and cloves were also home to the most rare and exquisite

of creatures, the Bird of Paradise. Benedict Anderson (1991:15) suggests that, during this

period: “The fundamental conceptions about ‘social groups’ were centripedal and

hierarchical, rather than boundary-orientated and horizontal.” Although Anderson was

referring to the literati in Christendom, it can be seen that animals were similarly grouped in a

hierarchical fashion, and in this painting the Bird of Paradise is at the top, closest to God,

acting as a kind of interlocutor between the divine realm and earthly creatures. The home of

the finest and rarest of spices was, naturally enough, also home to the most spectacular and

rarest of creatures, the divine “Bird of God”.

Clear of the landscape, and in blue sky away from the clouds — which might obscure the

details of their magnificent wing feathers — fly two Birds of Paradise. Their reputation as

heavenly creatures was assured by the myth that they need never land. This mythological (and

indeed aeronautical) status was maintained by the belief that they had no need for feet if they

were indeed God’s creatures, and the very absence of legs was seen as proof of the presence

of an earthly paradise. Somewhere (for the world was as yet an incomplete map) was the

exact location of Arcadia itself, and the birds were the signs of the existence of a place that

the Christians so much wanted to believe in. Here was proof that there was a heaven on earth.

The search for the rare spices and these rare birds was imbricated in the search for God’s

work, and these birds were the best representative of God’s handiwork that could be found.

Here, the painting and its framing act as a metaphor for the search for the exotic. It was not

the search for otherness, but for the territories as yet unimagined, but nonetheless reified and
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inscribed in the Western imagination in curious ways. For example, Eisler cites the

mathematician and physician Cardano of Pavia, who suggested that the birds copulated in

flight and received nourishment from the dew of heaven. The legends were embellished

further by scholars such as Francesco Lopez de Gomara who believed that the birds lived on

the sap of the spice trees in addition to the heavenly dew (Eisler 1995:76). Myths surrounding

the birds had continued for centuries, yet painters never had the opportunity to see the birds

themselves in their natural habitat, and seldom were they able to see them even as carcasses

because of their rarity.

Although the Birds of Paradise were synonymous with the Spice Islands, we now know that

they were part of a complex trading pattern in the region, and it was Arab traders who brought

them to the Spice Islands from other sources (such as Irian Jaya). Some were from the

Moluccas, but by no means all. The traders — European or Arab — would have reaped

significant profits from the trade of these birds, and were in no hurry to explain exactly where

they came from or why they had no legs (and sometimes no wings). Eisler (1995:36) suggests

that it was not until 1824 when the French apothecary Rene Lesson watched the bird at close

quarters in New Guinea that the myth was finally dispelled. The fantastic life of the Bird of

Paradise, flying high for centuries and never far from the Spice Islands, was brought down to

earth, or more accurately documented as part of the animal kingdom, and as such was subject

to the laws of gravity, complete with wings and legs. During the 18th century, it gradually

became more widely acknowledged that the early Arab traders cut off the legs and sometimes

the wings before selling the Birds of Paradise. However, it may have been that the traders

were not the ones to cut off the legs, but the natives who originally caught these shy birds.

There were scholars, artists and travellers who would have been in a position to refute the

myths surrounding the Birds of Paradise, and would have at times tried to do so, but the myth

was pervasive. For example, Samuel Parches observed in 1613 that:

The place [terrestrial paradise] cannot be found in earth, but it is commonplace in

men’s brains, to macerate and vex them in the curious search thereof. (quoted in

Rennie, 1995:28)

It suited the Europeans to believe in these legless and sometimes wingless creatures as proof

of the existence of an earthly paradise because they were also proof of the existence of God

and of His kingdom on earth. Throughout the 17th century and beyond, it would also have

suited the East India Company, the VOC and other traders to perpetuate the myth of these
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birds that need never land or feed. The maintenance of the myth no doubt helped maintain the

high prices for the birds and, perhaps more importantly, for the spices with which the birds

were so closely associated.  It clearly suited the commercial and religious (and therefore the

hegemonic) interests of the Dutch, and other Europeans, to uphold the fabulous status of the

bird. Facts were not to stand in the way of such powerful interests. It is then perhaps not a

mere coincidence that, as the profits from the Indies spice trade fell and the VOC was

dismantled, so the myth of the Bird of Paradise was deconstructed.

Later, Wallace, along with other naturalists in the 19th century, penetrated the remote regions

of the Malay archipelago, and added more varieties of Birds of Paradise to the known world.

The original Birds of Paradise were classified as Paradisea minor, but the even more exotic

and rare Paradisea apoda, as identified by Linnaeus, were also obtained in journeys to the

Spice Islands, which maintained the identification and relationship of the birds with the

Moluccas.

The Birds of Paradise have escaped extinction and their feathers continue to fetch high prices

on world markets. Muller (1993:19) suggests that, in addition to legitimate trade in the Banda

Islands, “high priced exotica still reach the markets illegally, including Birds of Paradise skins

and feathers, live cockatoos and parrots”.9  Whilst spices are now grown in many other sites,

the Birds of Paradise are still traded in the Moluccas where they were first bought by the

Europeans, but as the Moluccas has declined as the world’s source of the most exotic spices,

so the association between the Birds of Paradise and the Spice Islands has become more

tenuous. Although the beauty of the bird is still inexorably linked to exotic otherness, and to

the Spice Islands, it is now more likely to be specifically associated with the indigenous tribes

of Papua New Guinea.

Now these birds are recognised not so much as an interlocutor between the realms of heaven

and earth, but as a source of feathers for tribal headdresses worn in dances and traditional

rituals. However, it needs to be reiterated that when the Spanish first brought these birds to

the King of Spain from the Spice Islands, these creatures were used as proof that there was a

Garden of Eden, a Paradise on Earth in which these beautiful creatures could be found

occupying the highest position in the animal kingdom. The Birds of Paradise helped maintain

a mythological status for the Spice Islands, and they have enjoyed an association with them in

an iconic way that endures to this day in books, museums and other media.

                                                  
9 I used Birds of Paradise in my  exhibition. These were lent to me from the Queensland Museum, which received them as
confiscated customs items.
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In the appended CD, there are other examples of the Birds of Paradise which were projected

images for the exhibition. These are 138, 139 and 140. These are highly prized illustrations of

Birds of Paradise which have become sought after by a variety of collectors. Some of the

illustrations were probably derived from Wallace’s collection of birds, which can be viewed

in the National Museum in Melbourne.



CH A P T ER F IV E

THROUGH DUTCH EYES
Maps locate and fix the Spice Islands in the Hollanders’ field of vision as the Dutch

see themselves as the controllers of the Spice Islands and thus of the untold
wealth to be made from the sale of spices.
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The significance of maps in the formation of the exhibition was crucial. Projected images of

maps let the audience see that maps frame the significance of the Spice Islands to the Dutch

in ways that the audiences for the exhibition may not recognise. One of the main functions of

the exhibition and all of the associated research before and after was to frame the discovery

of Australia within the context of the Dutch East Indies, and in particular the Dutch control of

the Spice Islands. Whilst the images in this chapter relate to the period of Dutch hegemony,

they also critically relate to ways in which Australia is not represented. Maps attest to the

crucially significant ways in which scientific endeavours were making journeys to the Spice

Islands more and more reliable, but at the same time they reveal cultural and aesthetic values

that place the Australian continent in differing sets of relationships than that which we

imagine within a narrative that is predicated upon English interests. The projection of maps

onto the sailcloth was intended to represent some of the most significant of these images.

There are quite distinct representational themes and techniques in the images that present the

Spice Islands to a European audience. They were constructed as something other than

civilised in the imaginations of the Europeans, and representations of the Spice Islands were

far removed from the sophistication of paintings produced by the Dutch masters during the

17th century.

This chapter looks at the reasons why this was so by examining the dominant images in

circulation during the 17th century. These include maps, charts, engravings and paintings.

The determination with which the Dutch set about controlling and protecting the spice trade

had few parallels in any other European colonies.  The contrast between the portrayals of the

Netherlands as a cultured and sophisticated nation harbouring some of the finest artists in the

world and the images directly relating to the conditions in the Spice Islands could not have be

greater during this early epoch of Dutch hegemony.

Whilst mapping the Spice Islands had been a secret affair for the Portuguese, in Europe

during the 16th century, and particularly in Holland, maps and atlases were becoming more

widely circulated. In 1570, Abrahim Ortelius published Theatrum Orbis Terranum, which

was a commercial success and contained lavishly illustrated maps for a wider audience than

just navigators and royalty. The maps of the Moluccas and the Banda islands were more

accurately located in this than on any previous maps.
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Figure 5A. Map of the Indies, Petrus Plancius, 1594. Published by Visscher in 1617.
Source: Suárez (1991).

Towards the end of the 16th century, the Dutch were sailing with greater frequency and

determination into Moluccan waters, and one of the most widely printed early maps of the

Spice Islands was by Petrus Plancius (see Figure 5A). He built upon the work of Van

Linschoten and was one of the key figures in the formation of the Dutch East India Company

(VOC). Information on the whereabouts of the Spice Islands was also brought into the

Netherlands from Portugal by the Houtman brothers. Bringing together various source of

information, the Plancius map was published in 1617. Suarez (1999:177) describes this as

“one of the most fabulous maps of the Indies to be circulated at the close of the 16th century”.

Despite what can now be recognised as obvious inaccuracies in mapping — for example, in

the coastline of New Guinea — it is remarkable for its detail about the Spice Islands. The main

clove-producing islands are clearly named, as are the Bandas including the islands of Run and

Ai, despite their diminutive size in relative geographic terms, because at the time these maps

were produced it was crucial that these islands could be identified. The most accurate

mapping surrounds the Moluccan islands, and the coastline of Halmehera is fairly accurate,

whilst that of Celebes is largely imagined — sketched in according to custom and bearing

almost no resemblance to the shape portrayed on contemporary maps.

The map is also significant for its illustrations of the most valuable of the commodities to be

found in the Indies. The fish and ships have a decorative function, but the nutmeg mace

cloves and sandalwood (derived principally from Timor) are precursors to the botanical

illustrations that became so important during the 17th century. Here, the various components
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of the nutmeg are simply but beautifully drawn. The outer husk, the red avril wrapping around

the shell, is the mace, and beside it the shell is opened to reveal the nutmeg itself. Similarly,

the sprig of cloves is shown clearly alongside the samples of sandalwood. The clarity and

prominence given to these spices signifies their status to the Dutch at the time, and to any

other European nation that wanted a part of the valuable trade. This map was also

instrumental in extending the territory of what was referred to as the Moluccas. This name

was initially reserved for the islands off the coast of Halmahera, but the descriptor

“Moluccas” was gradually expanding to take in a much wider area that started to include

Borneo to the west and New Guinea to the east. If the continent that we now know as

Australia had provided the Dutch with spices or other useful commodities, Australia could

also have been mapped as part of the Moluccas, and then could have been included in maps as

a spice island. This, of course, did not occur, and during the 17th century the Dutch mapped

Australia in order that the treacherous western coast could be avoided en route to the

Moluccas.  On the Terrestial Globe10 of Vincenso Coronelli dated 1688, the Isole Molusche

includes Flores, Celebes, Halmehera, New Guinea and the islands of Aru. Whilst the

Australian continent was still terra incognito, the significance of the Moluccas was such that

any lands that may have been of value to the Dutch as spice-producing islands were included

as part of the Moluccas regardless of the original specific geographic locality.

Figure 5B. Southeast Asia, Linschoten’s map from Itinerario, 1595.
Source: Suárez (1999).
                                                  
10 The globe mentioned is located in the map room of the National Library in Canberra.
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In 1595, the Spice Islands were mapped by Jan Huygen van Linschoten, whose Itinerario was

a seminal work for those interested in journeys to the East. The maps included in his

publication were derived from a variety of sources. They drew heavily on Portuguese and

Spanish cartography, as did Plancius’s work some years earlier. This and other maps printed

in Holland brought information on the location of the Spice Islands to a wider audience,

which meant that the secrecy surrounding them was gradually coming to an end. In 1598,

both the Plancius and Linschoten maps were re-engraved for the English, who at the time

were vying with the Dutch for control of the spice trade. As the British and the Dutch were

forming their respective East India companies, they naturally needed maps that would take

their ships to the Spice Islands. Difficulties in the precise measurement of longitude continued

to hinder accurate map-making until accurate chronometers were made (which was not until

the 18th century). Until that time, all their mapping efforts were always to be estimates at

best. These maps combined the information from Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch voyages to

bring the Spice Islands into the reach of the English and Dutch mercantile adventurers. The

European obsession with building ships capable of travelling all the way to the Moluccas in

search of spices gradually changed the passage of spices away from the old-established

Levant trading routes. This had the specific effect of taking away Arab control of the spice

trade. The Dutch believed they no longer needed the established trading networks as maps,

and guns became their ally.

By the start of the 17th century, maps and journals were shifting the Spice Islands away from

the province of medieval imaginings. By now the Spice Islands had frequently been located

by various fleets, and they were not the vague islands of the imagination, but islands of

“Money Trees”, as Hanna (1973:65) notes. Maps were no longer the province solely of the

few, but were becoming a commodity in themselves, and as printing techniques developed,

map-making was a part of the commerce of Europe — which, as we can see, was driven in no

small part by the lucrative spice trade.

The 17th century saw the Dutch dominate the spice trade, and at the same time Dutch art was

seen as the dominant force in painting. It was the Golden Age of Dutch art, with Holland as

the place for Europe’s finest artists to make their fame and fortune. At the very heart of

Simon Schama’s The Embarrassment of Riches (1988), there is a chapter from which the

book derives its title, and in one section of this chapter he discusses the financial affairs of

Holland during the “Golden Age”. Spices, not surprisingly, played a major part in the

financial affairs of the Golden Age. He outlines some of the ways in which colonial exploits
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brought money and exotic goods to the wharves of Dutch ports. Ships from the Indies brought

“visions of unimagined treasure” (Schama, 1988:344). It was possible to see what this

treasure consisted of in the lists in the Amsterdam Courants, and by visiting the warehouses

and wharves where the scents of the spices filled the air.  The aroma of nutmeg and cloves

was a rich and satisfying signifier of wealth, particularly as these luxurious condiments were

now coming into Amsterdam rather than Antwerp, or before that Lisbon (Braudel, 1967:154).

As an example of the riches coming back from the East, Schama cites the cargo of one

particular ship that arrived at the wharves in 1634; as could be expected, spices made up the

largest part of the cargo. There were 326,731 Amsterdam pounds of Malacca pepper, 297,446

pounds of cloves, spiced ginger, and 199,800 pounds of unrefined Kandy (Ceylon sugar). As

well as these condiments, there was saltpetre, indigo, Japanese and Chinese porcelain,

Japanese copper and lacquer work, thousands of rough-cut diamonds, boxes of pearls, rubies

and bales of silks from Persia and China (Courante uyt Italien en Duytschland, 27–28 June

1634, cited in Schama, 1988:347). Other smaller collectables were brought back by the crew

members, either openly or surreptitiously for individual gain, and these of course included

spices, but also exotic goods of value to the curious, collecting Europeans. These included

stuffed Birds of Paradise and seashells from the Moluccas, or live animals such as tigers

bought in India on the return voyage.

According to Donna Merwick (2001), ships’ journals were also highly valued, as they

constituted an intellectual cargo that was as valuable as any of the commodities in the holds

of the ships. Dutch merchants and sailors were hungry for information about the Indies, and

these journals potentially were extremely valuable sources of vital information that might

eventually prove profitable. Merchants on the wharves and in the warehouses could imagine

making their own voyages to these islands on the other side of the globe — and by doing so

bringing back some of their own riches.  However, there were differing perceptions of what

these ships and their cargo represented, and not everyone perceived these journeys to the East

as feasible, desirable or even necessary. Schama suggests that, for the more conservative

merchants, the cargoes represented untold riches acquired without labour: wealth that was

gained to service the exotic fashion trends and vanities of the upper classes. These exotic

goods represented a trade that was offering a magical and risky route to fortune, and so acted

as a bad example to citizens easily led astray by the follies of the world (Schama, 1998:347).

Whatever the various perceptions of the spice trade were to the populace of Holland, it is

clear that the wharves of Amsterdam were crowded, lively sites with all kinds of trade on
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display, and the products of the Spice Islands were a relatively new but significant part of this

spectacle.

One of the ways of appreciating the commerce of Amsterdam at the beginning of the 17th

century is by looking at prints and paintings of the waterfront activities. The print illustrated

in Figure 5C is a particularly impressive example of this as it represents the imports and

exports at the heart of Amsterdam at the beginning of the 17th century. In Maritime Prints by

the Dutch Masters (De Groot and Vorstman, 1980:21), there is a fold-out reproduction of the

print by Claes Jansz Visscher of the waterfront of Amsterdam in 1611. The panoramic

landscape provides a wealth of detail that enables the eye to gaze over the various scenes

which illustrate many features of the “embarrassment of riches”. A narrative composite of

trade activities occupies the foreground, whilst in the middle ground are ships that traffic

through the waterways of Amsterdam. The personification of Amsterdam is seated in the

middle. Here I have included only the section that represents the goods coming in, so the

figure representing Amsterdam is on the right. On her left hand are Holland’s products (not

shown in Figure 5C) and on her right are the merchants and their exotic products. The

accompanying commentary in the book mentions a reindeer, Negroes, a camel and a penguin

(De Groot and Vorstman, 1980:21). However, on a closer reading, we can see that the figure

nearest to Amsterdam is not a Negro but a Moluccan — a mistake that could not have been

made by an urbane viewer in the 17th century.  The figure is turbaned in a way that peculiarly

resembles the mace avril surrounding the nutmeg seed — perhaps by coincidence — but the

presence of a sprig of cloves is an unmistakable sign of location and identity: he is a sultan

from the Moluccas.

Figure 5C. Section of “Amsterdam Seen from the River”. Engraving by Visscher, 1611.
Source: De Groot and Vorstman (1980).
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In his grasp is a treasure chest with jewels which had been associated with the Spice Islands

ever since the Portuguese first visited the Moluccas a century earlier.  The sultans were

always depicted wearing turbans and pantaloons with lavish adornments and jewels, and their

rich costumes were often noted by Europeans visiting the Moluccas. A good example of this

comes from Francis Drake’s description of the Sultan of Ternate, written in 1579:

About his necke hee had a chain of perfect gold the links were very great and one fold

double; on his left hand was a diamond, an emerald, a ruby and a turky. 4 very faire

and perfect jewels; on his turky right hand, in one ring a big and perfect turky: and in

another ring many diamonds of a smaller size, very artificially set and couched

together. (Drake, 1854:144)

The insignificance of the clove trade is such now that even Dutch authors fail to read the

figures as they were meant to be read in the 17th century, not appreciating that the pantaloons,

turban, jewels and cloves are all signs of the Moluccas. The positioning of the Sultan as the

closest figure to the heart of Amsterdam is no whim of the artist. He is a Spice Island sultan

with the head-dress of a Mohamedan. Today, there is no specific recognition of the costumes

of the Moluccans in this text. The sprigs of cloves, so clearly visible to the 17th century eye,

have passed by unnoticed, or are unrecognised by the authors. The gaze of the 20th century

authors passes over the little twigs poking out from the jewel box (see Figure 5D) as being of

no real significance to the scene, whereas at the time they were a key component in the

creation of an “embarrassment of riches”.

Figure 5D. Detail from “Amsterdam Seen from the River”. Engraving by Visscher 1611.
Source: De Groot and Vorstman (1980).
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Whilst the cloves may have been passed over, unacknowledged and made by the passage of

time simply irrelevant to the imaginations of 20th century audiences, the “penguin” made it

into the text. This too represents a failure to recognise the significance of the spice trade and

the routes that were taken. Perhaps the inclusion of a penguin by Visscher was considered odd

by the authors of the text — and rightly so if this little standing bird was meant as a penguin;

however, from the context of the illustration, it is clear that it is in fact a dodo. At the time the

print was made, the dodo was a potent symbol of rarity according to Groves (1999).  It was

associated with VOC voyages and travels to the East, and therefore was placed next to

representatives of the Indies. The dodo was a native of Mauritius, and the island became an

important staging post on the long journeys to and from the East Indies. As the island’s

habitat of ebony forests was destroyed by the Dutch, the flightless bird became easy game for

hungry Dutchmen,11 and by the end of the 17th century this unique bird had been erased from

the face of the earth. Here in this commentary, the role of the dodo in the voyages to the Spice

Islands passes by unacknowledged, as does the importance of the spices to Dutch trade in the

17th century.

We can see from this misreading of the print that the significance of certain objects/subjects

of representation is lost, or at least rendered irrelevant through the passage of time in certain

instances as both specific and generalised knowledge has evolved differing sets of priorities.

During the 17th century, there was a fascination with all things from the exotic East, and as

goods were brought into the port of Amsterdam, viewers would have been made aware of the

significance of these representations. Commentaries on the structure and interpretation of

images such as this one would not have made the same observations.

De Groot and Vorstman’s (1980) commentary on the print can be read, or deconstructed, as a

sign of the gradual decline of common knowledge on the importance of the spice trade. The

image is fixed, the illustration is the same as that which was printed in the 17th century, but

the didactic texts that accompany these prints will change through time and context.

As well as the spices of nutmeg, mace and cloves, other goods were brought back from the

Spice Islands and became contributions to the curious collections that were beginning to

emerge throughout Europe. Moluccan shells joined the Birds of Paradise as desirable and

collectable specimens of exotica. Artists in Holland recorded the fascination with exotica in

paintings such as The Shell Collector by Hendrik Goltzius.

                                                  
11 For a good account of this, see Grove (1995).
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Figure 5E.  Hendrik Goltzius (1545–1617), “The Shell Collector Jan Govertson”, 1600,
oil on canvas, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam.
Source: Eisler (1995).

The artist is not concerned with imaginary monsters, or even allegory. His concerns are with

verisimilitude and fidelity to the observed world. It demonstrates as much as any painting of

the period the entry of painting into the Age of Reason.

The eye was the most useful way of verifying new phenomena, and of categorising the world

opened up by the sea voyages. Foucault suggests in the Order of Things (1970) that, from the

17th century onwards, sight was privileged over the other senses. The idea of new knowledge

gradually replaces the older constraints of religious belief and the eye is then harnessed to

assist in producing various taxonomies and ways of distinguishing similarities and difference

simultaneously.  In Foucault’s words, the show of the Renaissance is replaced with the table

with things upon it (Foucault, 1970:131). The shells that are so clearly delineated and
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rendered in Goltzius’ painting illustrate Foucault’s observation; at the same time, the painting

records the importance and value that seashells had in European society during the 17th

century. The exotic nature of the shells from the Moluccas meant that they could fetch high

prices and were distinctly tradable commodities. The fascination with shells was in some

ways a direct result of the Dutch involvement in the Spice Islands because the clearest waters

and most accessible beaches were to be found around the Moluccas, particularly surrounding

the islands of Banda. The beautiful, curious shells of the Moluccas were added to the fabulous

Birds of Paradise as valuable commodities in the artistic and scientific communities of

Europe. William Eisler, in his book The Furthest Shore, emphasises the value of shells and

other exotica for the Dutch in the 17th century:

Specimens were valued not only for the scientific information they may have

provided, but also for their rarity, and the prestige they imparted on their owners.

Drawings, sketches and paintings reproducing these exotic subjects became rarities in

their own right, imbued with the mystery and fascination of the specimen itself.

(Eisler, 1995:101)

Eisler recounts the reception given to the exiled Queen of France in 1638 by the city of

Amsterdam at which Marie de’ Medici was invited into the banquet hall of the VOC

directors. There she could gaze upon the spectacle of exotic acquisitions as well as the

representations of fortresses and factories that the Dutch had recently established in the Spice

Islands. Chinese and Japanese paintings hung next to images of recently colonised territories,

and with these were collections of lances, spears, axes and other weapons. The feast provided

by the VOC for the Queen included spicy, exotic dishes made from the newly arrived

Moluccan spices that were served on the best china. The VOC was establishing itself as a

significant, new form of enterprise and the Spice Islands were a major contributor to their

status, not just for the profits from spices but also as a source of exotic specimens. The

association with the Spice Islands effectively added value to a wide array of exotic goods, and

Holland had firmly established its reputation as a country that had plenty of painters available

to record in great detail the wealth of goods that were created by the trade with the Spice

Islands.

In the CD, there are various images that were projected in the exhibition that expand the

ways in which the Dutch saw the Spice Islands as part of the experience of the East. Amongst

these images are the maps 107 to 112. Illustrations of the exotic flora are exemplified by 14,

16 and the cultural practices by 65, 66 and 67.



C H A P T E R  S I X

IMAGES FROM THE PERIPHERY
In which the Spice Islands are viewed from the perspective of direct experience in the Spice

Islands or Moluccas, a world away from the sophisticated images which represent

the Golden Age of Dutch art in European society.
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In preparing the exhibition, the diversity of imagery was apparent according to historical

time periods, but what gradually emerged was that the images that have been mobilized to

illustrate the Spice Islands were so often inaccurate and crude in execution. In this chapter

some of the reasons for these discrepancies and errors are explored. This aids viewers’

understanding of the circumstances that gave rise to the production of images during

particular eras, and frames the imagery in relation to centre and periphery, sophistication

and crudity, amateur and professional. The projected images in the installation represent a

spectacle of differing ways of seeing the islands, but this chapter is necessary to bring

context, perspective and more specific historical information that led to the choice of my

images.

Few images of the Spice Islands in the form of drawings, paintings or engravings were readily

available to the Dutch public at the beginning of the 16th century, even to those who watched

and smelt the cargoes being unloaded. Most information came in written form or through

word of mouth. The imbrication of fact and fiction was the norm, and the citizens of Europe

were still almost completely unaware of the circumstances under which the spices were

obtained. Most knew only that they came from lands that were hot, distant and dangerous. If

scurvy, the fluxe (dysentery) or fevers of one kind or another didn’t kill sailors, then tempests,

cyclones, water spouts and volcanoes might take them. In order to analyse the images

generated from those who did manage to survive the hazardous journey to the Spice Islands, it

is useful to give a brief overview of some of the historical circumstances of the Dutch in the

Spice Islands. This gives an indication of just how different trading in spices was before the

Dutch imposed their own systems:

Traders would spread out their leather sheets and place upon them their purses with

dinars corresponding to the amount of cloves that they wished to purchase, then

return to their ship for the night. The next day they would return to the shore, in the

anticipation that the islanders had replaced the money on each leather sheet with

cloves. If the trader was satisfied with the exchange he would gather up the cloves,

thereby consummating the purchase. If not, he left the cloves on the leather sheet,

returning the next day to find his dinars fully replaced in his purse. Exchanges were

said to be undertaken with confidence, without fear of injustice. (Suarez, 1999:56)

Whilst there are no visual records (as far as this research can identify) of this method of

trading, the description enables us to imagine the differences between the VOC’s methods

and those that preceded them. This chapter looks at the earliest known engravings of the
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Dutch in the Moluccas and the Banda islands. These tiny islands some 500 miles to the north

of Darwin were not considered part of the Moluccas during the 16th century. It was the

Dutch, not the Moluccans themselves, who were to imagine the hitherto distinct communities

of the Moluccas and Banda collectively as the Spice Islands. One of the key points of

Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities is that nations, states and communities are

continually in the process of reconstruction, but the 17th century was a crucial period in the

construction of the islands as Dutch territory. When the Moluccas were still centred on

Ternate, the Sultan of Ternate himself had jurisdiction over provinces that spread themselves

over other islands.12

Neither the Bandanese nor the Moluccans ever imagined the spice trade in the same way as

the Dutch and English did, and preferred more open trade. According to Boxer (1973), they

preferred the Javanese, Buginese, Chinese and Arabs as regular trading partners for good

reason: they had trading goods that the Moluccans valued, not the coarse woollen goods that

the English and Dutch wanted to trade. Equally important was the practice of purchase and

bargaining which the Moluccans regarded as far more civilised. The practices of purchasing

and bargaining were enjoyed at leisure which, according to Boxer (1973:263), “elevated

commerce to the level of social intercourse rather than converting it, as the Dutch did enter

into recrimination over breaches of faith”.

The first half of the 16th century marked the establishment of monopoly trading. Whilst many

researchers point out that this was never entirely successful, it marked unprecedented ways of

doing business. The Dutch came to the Spice Islands not to find converts to Christianity as the

Portuguese did, but to find profit. At first they attempted to exclude other European and Asian

traders by seeking direct and exclusive trading rights with Moluccans, in particular with the

Sultan of Ternate.

The Dutch knew that there were traditional rivalries between the Sultan of Tidore and the

Sultan of Ternate, its neighbouring island, and they sought to exploit these long-standing

differences in order to gain the full support of the Sultan of Ternate. The Dutch had more or

less chased away the Portuguese, but the Spanish were making incursions into the Spice

Islands from their base in the Philippines. In addition, the Dutch still had the English to deal

with in the Banda islands. The earliest known illustrations of life in the Spice Islands date

from the Dutch incursions into both Ternate (Moluccas) and the Banda islands.

                                                  
12 For a comprehensive account of this, see Andaya (1993).
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The images in this section are anonymous and are reproduced without recognition of the role

of the artist. This sets them apart from the paintings, engravings and maps that were produced

at the centre, usually the Netherlands, which generally had some provenance attached to

them. Although there are few primary sources from which to draw, these are illustrations

which have been reproduced in a variety of publications, and which are in circulation in a

broader context of popular books. The references therefore are chosen from the books that

have reproduced the illustrations in the clearest detail, but here — as in other chapters — the

detail in the images varies for reasons that are difficult to account for with any real certainty.

Figure 6A. The Sultan of Ternate and the Dutch start negotiations for the supply of spices.
Source: Napier (1971). Engraving of the expedition of Van Warwijck’s fleet.

This engraving marks the first diplomatic overtures by the Dutch Governor-General and other

high ranking officers from Van Warwijck’s fleet to gain sole trading rights with the Sultan of

Ternate, the most important figure in the Moluccas. The Dutch wanted a treaty that would

give the Dutch the right to trade not only in cloves, but also in whatever nutmeg and mace

was brought in from the Banda islands. Ternate was at the centre of the most lucrative part of

the spice trade, the main objective of the VOC’s activities in the East Indies and its imagined

principal source of profits. In 1599, the island of Ternate was the most powerful in the spice

trade, but it was also part of a network of sultanates that were governed by “dynastic

alliances, trading networks and tribute obligations rather than by military force” (Markley,

2001:5). However, the Dutch were not really concerned with how the existing trade patterns
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had evolved; they saw the issue as one of eliminating other traders from both the clove islands

and the nutmeg islands, whether these traders were Asian, Arab or European.

Despite the importance of the occasion to the VOC, and the Dutch fascination with paintings,

this image is remarkable for its unsophisticated execution. Considering the painstaking

accuracy taken with recording shells from the tropics in works such as the Hendrik Goltzius

painting of 1600, this engraving appears to have originated from a different culture, and from

an earlier period. It is not a representation of the Golden Age of Dutch culture; rather, it is

more a diagram of the participants to illustrate the written text, and as such resembles a

medieval woodcut or engraving from the 14th or 15th century. It is most likely that the artist

was not even present at the meeting, and that the final engraving was made under instructions,

or from the written accounts. The reasons for this observation are made clear to anyone who

knows the island of Ternate. Firstly, there is no indication of the sheer scale of the volcano

Gamma Lamma that dominates every aspect of the landscape, not only of Ternate but also all

of the clove-producing islands. Any accurate view of the foreshore from this perspective must

include as a backdrop the dark, fecund slopes of the active volcano covered in vegetation.

Ternate is not a coconut tree-covered, undulating island with an open vista. The air is heavy

with the scent of cloves and the tropical climate with its high humidity generates a sense of

torpor which would have been almost unbearable to the Dutch portrayed here wearing their

woollen costumes. However torrid the journey and the climate were to the Dutch, they were

there to do business, and the illustration records the moment when the Dutch first met with

the Sultan of Ternate. The concern here is to document a significant occasion, not to impress

a sophisticated audience interested in aesthetics and art movements.

The Sultan and the Moluccans in general were still cautious in their dealings with the

Europeans after experiencing the Portuguese version of colonialism during the 16th century.

After considerable loss of life, the Moluccans had managed to force the Portuguese out of

their forts, and by 1580 the Portuguese had given up their colony on Ternate (Corn, 1998).

Not long after this meeting in 1599, the Dutch moved into the Portuguese forts and into a

significant position in the spice trade. This engraving (Figure 6A) marks the start of

negotiations and, as such, the beginning of the Dutch East Indies.

The Heeren XVII, the board of directors of the VOC, was concerned that, wherever possible,

negotiations with local rulers should be undertaken with regard to trade, whether it was spices

or other commodities.  Force was not to be used as a first line of action. As Boxer (1973)
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points out, this was pragmatic and necessary when dealing with the major Asian nations who

could mobilise forces against the Dutch easily. However, in the Moluccan islands of Ternate

and Tidore, the temptation to impose conditions of trade rather than to negotiate was

becoming difficult to resist.

In 1599, Heemskerck’s ships were the first Dutch ships to sail to Banda, the most remote of

all the Spice Islands. The Bandanese were already mistrustful of Europeans after nearly

90 years of contact with the Portuguese, and when Heemskerck’s ships sailed into the harbour

the Bandanese were concerned that they would bring further troubles. Ominously, the arrival

of the Dutch in the Bandas coincided with the eruption of the volcano, Gunung Api, which

had lain dormant for centuries. It erupted in a spectacular fireworks display and, as one

observer put it:

The hill cast forth such hideous flames, such a store of cinders, and huge streames

that it destroyed, burnt, and broke downe all the thicke woods and mightied trees,

overwhelming them as if it were her owne vomiting so that a greene leafe could not

be seene in all that part of the iland [sic]. (unattributed quote, in Milton, 1999:137)

Figure 6B. Gunung Api erupts in the Banda Islands. Engraving first published in the Begin
ende Voortgang vande Vereenigde Neederlandtsche Geotroyeerde Oost-Indishche
Compagnie 1646.
Source: Hanna (1991).

The Bandanese were reminded of a prophecy about white strangers coming to the islands to

take control, and the Dutch had to work hard to persuade the headmen, or Orang Kaya, of

their good intentions. For the Bandanese, this fulfilment of a prophecy was part of a complex

mythology of the region in which volcanic eruptions were highly significant. For the Dutch,

the volcano became a constant threat and a metaphor for the dangers of nature in the tropics.
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The fact that both Ternate and Banda were subject to the unpredictable and often violent

eruptions meant that images of the Spice Islands from the beginning of the 17th century often

included volcanoes erupting, with the timing of these eruptions coinciding with crucial visits

by the Dutch. These eruptions have added to the sense of otherness that had always been part

of the Spice Islands mythology. As a result of the first documented eruption, Gunung Api was

usually portrayed as an active volcano, and most subsequent illustrations of Gunung Api have

the volcano active, or at least smouldering. This was a portent that the spice trade was a

dangerous one, not to be taken lightly, for not only was the culture difficult but nature was not

benign either. Despite the dangers of the voyage and active volcanoes, the Bandas were

becoming desirable not only to the Dutch, but also to the British. According to Keay (1991:3):

The seed from which grew the most extensive empire the world has ever seen was

sown on Pulo Run in the Banda Islands at the eastern end of the Indonesian

archipelago. As the island of Runnymede is to British constitutional history, so is the

island of Run is to British imperial history, not without pride would James 1 come to

be styled ‘King of England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Puloway (Pulo Ai) and

Puloroon (Pulo Run)’.

As the Banda Islands are isolated from other islands, it meant they held a unique position in

the region.  For example, the Banda Islands recognised no supreme sultan, as was the case in

Ternate and elsewhere in the region; instead, authority rested with village councils presided

over by Orang Kaya. According to the best traditions of adat, each village or island was more

or less a self-governing and fairly democratic republic (Keay, 1991:4). While this might have

worked well for the Bandanese, it created complications for the Dutch in trying to do business

with the Bandanese. It meant, for example, that some islands were able to form strategic

interests with the British, exacerbating the Dutch frustration at not being able to enforce an

absolutely watertight monopoly over the nutmeg and mace trade. Notwithstanding these

competing interests, the early illustrations of the Spice Islands usually are derived from Dutch

publications rather than British, even if the nationality and identity of the artist/engraver is not

specified.

One of very first illustrations of Dutch trading was published in 1646 by the VOC,13 and it is

used both in Willard Hanna’s Indonesia Banda and as a decorative feature on the inside cover

of Giles Milton’s Nathaniel’s Nutmeg. Unlike some of the earlier illustrations, this shows

                                                  
13  It was probably drawn earlier than this, but this is the first published example that could be traced.
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evidence of the artist’s knowledge of the topography of Banda, as such a perspective is

possible from the island of Lonthor, the main nutmeg-producing island of the Bandas. It

depicts the main forts of Nassau and, behind it at the top of the hill, Fort Belgica (see Figure

6B) with its commanding view of the harbour and any ships, friendly or otherwise, that might

sail into Bandanese waters.

Figure 6C. Gunung Api erupts in the Banda Islands. Engraving first published in the Begin
ende Voortgang vande  Vereenigde Neederlandtsche Geotroyeerde Oost-Indishche
Compagnie 1646.
Source: Milton (1999).

Aesthetically, the engraving has an engaging appeal. The eye is drawn to the eruption, but the

molten rocks look like chocolate drops over toothbrushes, or possibly coconuts over palm

trees set against puffy, wig-like clouds. The rendering of the islands contains a naïve yet

somehow lively depiction of Dutch territories that were very unlike the flat lands of home,

and rendered in a way that was far removed from the sublime landscapes that were being

painted in the cold, damp lowlands back home.

Why would the trees be represented so? The scale is wrong for the palm trees, if we accept

them as palm trees, and also palm trees are more often found fringing the island rather than

dominating the skyline at the top of the hills. One explanation might be that it is an attempt to

locate these islands as tropical in order to satisfy the imaginations of the audience in Holland
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who wished to perceive difference from the landscape of Holland. At the time, from what we

know of written accounts and present conditions, this view from one of the fortresses on

Lonthor would have produced views of rounded trees on wooden slopes, with some palms

mingled with the nutmeg and kanari trees, neither of which would have exhibited a distinctive

difference from trees observed at a distance in a European summer. The illustration was not a

sophisticated one, but satisfied the requirements of the VOC enough for it to be reproduced in

its substantial publication. In the 21st century, it is attractive for its quirky rendering as well

as its depiction of the Spice Islands as a remote, tropical and dangerous location. The volcano

remains active, with scars on the side of Gunung Api a testament to the excoriation of the

foliage from its grey volcanic ashen sides.

Figure 6D. Nutmeg trading in Banda Islands. Engraving c. 1646.
Source: Napier (1971).

Figure 6D depicts the Dutch presence in Banda in 1599. Giles Milton’s Nathaniel’s Nutmeg

depicts the engraving as “Nutmeg traders in Banda Islands, 1599. Local merchants added grit

to their spices to increase the weight and swell the profits” (Milton, 1999:140). If nothing

else, the illustration is a record of the instigation of unprecedented trading practices on the

islands of Banda. The Dutch were imposing rather than negotiating, and were not concerned

about which practices the Bandanese might have preferred. There would be no placing of

leather sheets on the shores of Banda.  Instead, the establishment of factories and forts that

protected a monopoly would be the Dutch way of doing business.  In Giles Milton’s caption,

the prevailing attitude towards the Bandanese is perpetuated. It was an attitude that was
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entrenched in 17th century colonial culture and which, just a few years later, would develop

into a vindictive and paranoid rage against the Bandanese.

Traditional practices are not recorded, nor is there a reliable representation of the way the

islands look or feel to be in. It is not an island imbued with exotic vistas, and the Dutch

merchants are in a landscape without identity: somewhere other than home where the business

of dealing in the imagined profits is paramount. Within the frame, there are two main focal

points. One is the meeting of the Orang Kaya, at which the Dutch are attempting to explain

the benefits of monopoly trading. The Bandanese, however, had little choice but to sign a

treaty promising to deliver all their nutmeg and mace to the Dutch. This would, according to

the Dutch emissaries, be much better than dealing with the English, Chinese, Portuguese,

Javanese and so forth (Hanna, 1973:78). The second focal point is the actual spice trading

carried out with the aid of a structure that resembles a gallows — not in this case used for

hanging people, as was common in Holland at the time, but rather for the measurement of the

weight of spices. This was a contentious issue as the Dutch always suspected the Bandanese

of cheating them whenever possible. Throughout Dutch colonial rule, there are numerous

accounts of the suspicions, real or imagined, the Dutch held of whomever they were trading

with. The Bandanese trading nutmeg engraving is, like the Ternate illustration, not the

product of careful observation — perhaps because the artist was never in the Bandas. If he

had been, there would have been fewer inaccuracies and more local detail. The trees depicted

bear no resemblance to the nutmeg tree itself, and the hesitantly sketched hills exhibit little

imagination and even less verisimilitude to the Banda Islands’ terrain. The clustering of fruit

owes more to the elision of various tropical trees in the artist’s imagination than it does to

observed detail. The fruit depicted in both of the trees combines the look of breadfruit,

bananas and dates, a medley of exotica set against lightly sketched hills that signify the

artist’s lack of knowledge of the region rather than any specific detail.

Curiously, all three trees in the reproduction of the same illustration in Nathaniel’s Nutmeg

(Figure 6E) have been removed, and there is no indication at all that the trees were ever there.

It may well have been that the inaccuracies of the trees led to their removal from subsequent

editions or publications. The plate might have been scraped or re-engraved, but I presume that

the date is from the engraving attributed in Napier as dating from 1646. Whatever the reasons
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Figure 6E. Nutmeg trading in the Bandas. c. 1646.
Source: Milton (1999).

for the editing out of the trees in Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, and whatever version of the illustration

was seen in Holland, this image of the Spice Islands was a representation of Dutch interests to

all intents and purposes. The simplicity of the image and the lack of specificity is a condition

of imagining the Spice Islands as not known — not yet a real place that was populated by

God-fearing Christians. The possibility of creating a new, civilised territory is latent within

the image as the Dutch (and European society in general) gave themselves the moral right to

be in the East.  As Foucault (1970) suggests in The Order of Things, Europeans believed they

had a right to change the culture, as they saw it as their destiny to do so.  So, whilst the

drawings of both Banda and Ternate appear to tell little about the Spice Islands, they can be

read as signs of Dutch cultural attitudes. They provide in a graphic, almost metaphorical, form

a new terrain upon which their own history could be inscribed: a tabula rasa on which the

culture of capitalism (in its emergent form) could grow its profits unhindered by the

indigenous populations. The colonial imagination was growing well in the Spice Islands.

The images that were generated specifically from the Moluccas during the early years of the

VOC’s presence in the islands were far removed from the Golden Age of Dutch art. This is

manifested in the subjects that were illustrated, and also the techniques used to illustrate them.

As a first-order reading, the images of the negotiations at Banda and Ternate signify the start

of the colonial empire in the East Indies, as these were the sites of the most desirable

commodities to the VOC. But there are other ways of reading the images, and one of these is

in terms of the differences to Holland, the motherland, the centre for which (by geography

alone) the Spice Islands were the periphery. The crudeness of these images parallels the

perception of these lands as being as far away from Holland as it was possible to imagine

travelling. The Moluccas, Islands of Spicerie and East Indies were something other than
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civilised, and these engravings proved this. Leonard Andaya, for example, frames his analysis

of European attitudes towards Maluku at the beginning of the 17th century by suggesting that:

The Europeans believed that “abroad” (that is the periphery) could not be anything

but the antithesis of everything that was good at “home” (that is the center). This

prevailing attitude strongly influenced European perception of Maluku, located at one

of the remotest corners of the East Indies. (Andaya, 1993:44)

Given the significance of the events in the spice trade, it might have been expected that there

would have been more sophisticated visual records of the Dutch in the East. However, given

the perceptions of the East as something other than an easy place to travel in (whether or not

monsters were still alive and well as many believed), the most accomplished of artists never

ventured in these early days to the extremities of the globe.

There were artists working in Batavia and other places not so remote in the 17th century, but

few of their works have survived. According to Boxer (1973:193), the only professional

artists working in the tropics whose work has survived in any appreciable quantity were Frans

Post and Albert Eckhout, working in Netherlands Brazil. Boxer suggests that climate as well

as remoteness is a factor in the paucity of images that were comparable in quality to those

produced in Holland during the same period. In the hot humid conditions, the paintings would

rot away (there is a painting of Jan Pieterszoon Coen in Jakarta which in 1997, when I visited,

was crumbling away).

Early images of the Spice Islands were often inaccurate, or at best vague, in their

representations of the topography of the Moluccas, as we have seen. In their technical

execution, they resembled medieval woodcuts from an earlier epoch or episteme, which

would have reinforced European perceptions that a journey to the Spice Islands was not only

a very long and arduous venture but also a journey back in time. It was an imaginary space

where it was widely believed in Holland that not only were the people more primitive than

those in Europe, but according to Schama (1988), so were the Europeans who chose to stay

there.

For views of the Banda Islands and key sites of nutmeg plantations as they might have been

encountered by the first Dutch vessels in Banda, see photographs of the islands of Pisang, Ai,

Run and Rosengain, 39 to 43. Engravings of fleets are always part of the narratives in Spice

Islands histories, and included are journeys to the Spice Islands and battles. Photographs 114

and 115 were two projected images that typify these early engravings.



C H A P T E R  S E V E N

POWER, CONTROL, AUTHORITY
The Spice Islands feel the force of the VOC through the imposition of colonial power.

The representations of the Spice Islands are changed irrevocably.
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Figure 7A. Engraving of Coen, in François Valentijn’s  Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indiën.
Source: Hanna (1991).

In researching images for the exhibition it became increasingly clear that many of the

original sources were from Dutch publications. The formation of the VOC led to the archiving

of illustrations and maps, and these archives have been the source of illustrative material for

many subsequent publications.  The early engravings that were used for the artwork in the

exhibition have their origins in VOC archives although they appear in a variety of books.

The canvas panels in my exhibition included early Dutch engravings and the projected

images also included engravings from the early years of Dutch exploration and subsequent

establishment of power, control and authority in the Spice Islands. Some of the illustrations

and engravings need little translation from the Dutch in persuading the audience that power

and control meant the imposition of brutal methods, but others needed more historical details.
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The purpose of this chapter is to provide the historical setting for many of the most ubiquitous

images used in accounts of the Spice Island, and therefore images that were used in the

construction of the exhibition.

The Spice Islands were becoming known as important battlegrounds for colonial interests,

and the images of the Spice Islands were increasingly being identified with national

ambitions. The Spice Islands for the British were increasingly a source of conflict without

them achieving much real success in gaining a share of the profits. King James had

pronounced himself King of Scotland, Ireland and France, but also of Puloway and Puloroon

in 1603. This suggests that these small islands in the Banda archipelago were significant

territories for both the Dutch and the British. Negative attitudes towards the Dutch continued

to colour the perceptions of the British toward the Spice Islands. George Cokayne, the

English factor, returned from a visit to the Moluccas and some years later reported that the

Dutch:

will make wars with all inhabitants where they come, which ere long they will not

find profit but much sorrow and grief … they have many castles with much trouble

and little profit. (Steensgaard, 1974:123)

The representation of the Spice Islands as a place in which the Dutch mistreated the natives

and anyone else who ventured there became part of the English imagination from the start of

the 17th century. In this respect, the English representations differed from those of the Dutch,

who imagined themselves as the nation in control of the spice trade, shrugging off the

situation in the Moluccas as the fault of the English as much as anything. What the

illustrations also represented more generally to European sensibilities was that the happenings

in the remote corners of the world were something other than civilised.

Illustrations concerning events in the Spice Islands bore no resemblance to the sophisticated

work being undertaken in Europe in the 17th century, and made the distinctions between

civilised and uncivilised easy. One character in particular epitomises the differences between

the two worlds. Jan Pieterszoon Coen dominates Moluccan history in the 17th century, and

his stern face stares out from many publications. In all the various engravings and portraits of

him, there is no smile, no hint of generosity. Jan Pieterszoon Coen was not the first Dutchman

to influence the Spice Islands, but his presence was of the greatest significance to the region,

and he is now synonymous with some of the worst acts of oppression against indigenous

populations.
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Accounts of his brutal actions find their way into all histories of the region and, largely

because of his actions, many of the illustrations relating to the Moluccas in the 17th century

deal with warfare, torture, retribution and violence in some form or another. There are no

idyllic or fanciful representations, or fascinations with local custom and lore — just the

business of the spice trade and the attempts to establish total control rather than negotiating

cross-cultural trade. Coen was appointed the Governor-General of the VOC in 1618. Some of

Coen’s credentials for this appointment can be noted in this extract from a letter he wrote to

the Heeren XVII in 1614:

Your honours should know by experience that trade in Asia must be driven and

maintained under the protection and favour of Your Honours’ own weapons, and that

the weapons must be paid for by the profits from the trade; so that we cannot carry on

trade without war, nor war without trade. (Boxer, 1973:107)

Here, Coen imagines war as a fully integrated part of life in the Indies. His words also hint at

what he perceived as the VOC directors’ inability to understand the differences between life

at home and life in the East Indies. Before making his indelible mark on the Spice Islands,

Coen was busy establishing a stronger Dutch presence on the island of Java. His first strategic

action was to move the VOC headquarters from Bantam to Jakarta, and rename it Batavia.

The establishment of Batavia as the hub of the VOC’s operations in the East Indies was a

significant act for Coen, as was the forceful imposition of his will on the Bandas. It was Coen

who imagined the clove islands of Ternate, Tidore and Bachian as belonging together with the

nutmeg- and mace-producing islands of Banda at the very beginning of the 17th century.13 He

also established Ambon as the administrative centre for the Spice Islands, as there was a safe

harbour and it was midway between the clove islands and the nutmeg islands. “There is

nothing in the world that gives one a better right, than power and force added to right,” Jan

Pieterszoon Coen wrote in a letter to the Heeren XVII in 1617 (Boxer, 1965: 110–111). He

might well have been thinking about the Banda Islands in particular, for in 1621 the Governor

in Banda,’t Sionck, aided by Jan Pieterszoon Coen, set about the decimation of Bandanese

society in a way that was not possible anywhere else in the Indies. There had been

increasingly stringent and onerous demands made upon the Bandanese and their spice trade,

and it was likely that Coen was looking for an excuse to use force against the Bandanese, and

consequently set up so many impossible conditions that transgression was inevitable.

                                                  
13 Banda is 200 km to the south of Ambon and Ternate, and its neighbouring clove islands are 500 km to the north.
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In April 1621, after an (imagined) act of treachery by the Bandanese,’t Sionck rounded up the

Bandanese Orang Kaya and tortured them in order to extract confessions about plots against

the Dutch. Various accounts of the Dutch actions reached Holland. They vary in detail but all

describe the actions of the Dutch as shocking. Corn summaries the accounts as follows:

The headmen were systematically bound spreadeagled to a doorframe, while lighted

candles were held to the soles of their feet. Then a sleeve of cloth was bound tightly

about the head and filled with water to the point where a futile attempt to draw breath

filled nose mouth and lungs with water. Freed momentarily to regurgitate the water,

the prisoner was subjected again to the alternating trials by fire and water until

confessions of a conspiracy were gained. (Corn, 1999:169)

The method by which they were tortured was something of a practice run for the Ambon

tortures a few years later, as the description here also can be applied to the Ambon massacre

woodcut of 1624. By the end of May 1621 the Bandanese were driven from their villages,

taken from the hills where they were in hiding and loaded on to ships to be taken to Batavia as

slaves. Others who escaped capture died by the “hundreds and thousands of exposure,

starvation and disease” (Hanna, 1991:54). Others leapt from the cliffs to their deaths whilst

some managed to escape to Ceram, Kai and Aru where Bandanese communities still thrive

today.14

After the purges, only about 1000 of the estimated 15 000 people who had lived in Banda

were to be found within the archipelago of Banda. Most of those that did manage to stay

received protection from the recently arrived British on the islands of Run and Ai. However,

there was still more punishment to come for the Bandanese. On 8 May 1621, Coen gathered

together 44 Bandanese, eight of them Orang Kaya, and sentenced them to various forms of

execution. A first-hand account of the executions was circulated anonymously in Holland, but

attributed to one of Coen’s officers, Nicholas van Waert. The following extract of his account

is to be found in Hanna’s Indonesian Banda:

The condemned victims being brought within the enclosure, six Japanese soldiers

were also ordered inside, and with their sharp swords they beheaded and quartered

the thirty-six others. This execution was awful to see. The Orang Kaya died silently

without uttering any sound except that one of them, speaking in the Dutch tongue,

said: “sirs have you then no mercy?” but indeed nothing availed.

                                                  
14 For the liveliest account of this period, see Hanna (1991).
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All that happened was so dreadful as to leave us stunned. The heads and quarters of

those who had been executed were impaled on bamboos and so displayed. Thus did it

happen: God knows who is right. All of us professing Christians were filled with

dismay at the way this affair was brought to a conclusion, and we took no pleasure in

such dealings. (Hanna, 1991:56)

There are no paintings by Dutch artists of this event, but the act is illustrated by an engraving

in Valentjin (Figure 7B), and is subsequently seen in other books on the Spice Islands.

Figure 7B. Illustration of Orang Kaya being murdered.
Source: Valentijn 1724–1726.
Bishop Sol’s private collection.

The image of the Spice Islands in the heart of Amsterdam was undergoing rapid change at the

hands of Coen. The Heeren XVII, according to most historical accounts, were disturbed by

Coen’s and Scionk’s actions but, as Boxer puts it, “they soon recovered their complacency

and gave him no more than a mild rebuke” (Boxer, 1973:111). The VOC knew that, in the

Bandas (and also in the Moluccan Islands of Ternate and Tidore), the size of the islands and

their geographic location meant that resistance to the Dutch forces without the support of the

British was unsustainable. During the same period, the Dutch were much more circumspect in

mainland Asia where powerful forces could be mobilised, but in the Spice Islands, where they
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were aiming for nothing less than complete control of the spice trade, the Dutch were to

remain ever suspicious of the relationships between the British and the Moluccans. It was not

long before the Dutch were to reprise their acts of torture, but this time it would be against the

British in Ambon where the Dutch felt most threatened in their search for hegemony in the

spice trade. As Wells (1996:11) notes, “Spices with their high value and exoticism seem to

have brought out the worst in everybody.”

Figure 7C. The Ambon Massacre. Hope, W. 1624, A True Relation of the Unjust, Cruel and
Barbarous Proceedings Against the English at Amboyna.
Source: Napier (1971).

The Ambon massacre, as it is referred to in English texts, is represented not by any fine

engraving or heroic painting, but by the crudest of images, again clearly a world away from

the Golden Age of Dutch art. Some of the most widely reproduced images of the Spice

Islands deal with cruelty, in particular the Ambon massacre. It is a simple work continuing in

the tradition of the medieval woodcut that is never reproduced in art history texts, but

nonetheless remains one of the ubiquitous images in the histories of the spice trade. It stands,

iconically, as a sign of the relations between the two nations in the early years of both the East

India Company and the VOC. This illustration is one of the most widely used English

illustrations of the Spice Islands and it marks the emergence of Ambon as a new “centre” of



76

the Spice Islands, and provides written accounts with an easy to reproduce sign of historical

and political antagonisms between the Dutch and the British.

The woodcut first appeared in a small book published in London in 1624, less than a year

after the incident. The illustration is the only one in the book titled A True Relation of Unjust

and Barbarous Proceedings against the British at Amboyna.15 It details the torture and death

of fifteen Englishmen who were suspected of plotting the overthrow of the recently

established Dutch fort in Ambon, the main port of the island Amboina. The Dutch referred to

the incident as the Ambon Conspiracy, whilst the English called it the Ambon Massacre

(Hanna, 1991:64). The book, complete with its solitary illustration, made sure that the news

of the “massacre” was broadcast throughout England. It brought the Spice Islands to the

forefront of English concerns again. What happened in the Spice Islands was in many respects

a symptom of other problems that already existed between England and Holland at the time.

Nonetheless, it did put the Spice Islands firmly in the eye of the public, and in the

imaginations of the Europeans, particularly in the Netherlands and England.

Figure 7D. Engraving of Ternate with ships and volcano.
Source: Valentine 1724–1726.
Bishop Sol’s private collection.

                                                  
15 An original copy of this book exists in the National Library of Australia.
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The dominant representations of the Spice Islands throughout the 17th century were generated

by Dutch interests, and what few images there are relate mainly to the monopoly of the spice

trade. The VOC was obsessed with fortifications, and many of the images are related to the

numerous forts, garrisons and redoubts that were constructed throughout the Dutch East

Indies. This is not surprising, according to Curtin (1984:153), because:

The VOC began with its military force more important than its trade goods. It was

less a capitalist trading firm than it was a syndicate for piracy, aimed at the

Portuguese power in Asia, dominated by government interests, but drawing its

funding from investors rather than taxpayers.

The engraving of Ternate conveys a feeling of stability to the viewer despite the billows of

smoke from the ever-threatening volcano. At the very foreground of the picture there are

Dutch ships flying the Dutch flag, patrolling and protecting, as it were, the territory behind. In

the middle ground are the local Kora Kora boats (often featured in Dutch illustrations). The

VOC during this period kept the clove trees as gardens that were under constant surveillance

with the aid of the Kora Kora canoes. The eye is then taken from the middle ground to the

shores along the jetty used to load up the cloves and other spices on to the Dutch ships. In the

top left-hand corner is an enlarged section of what is referred to here as Fort Gamma Lamma,

named after Ternate’s volcano.16 This enlarged section serves to reiterate the Dutch

preoccupation with fortifications. The jetty, the foreshore and indeed the whole of Ternate are

dominated by fortifications. To the right is the town of Ternate, and to the left of the jetty are

the clove trees represented as ordered plantations: everything, it appears, is under control. The

engraving is part of an emerging genre of military documentation, a different category to the

images that were produced in Holland as part of the aesthetically significant Dutch marine

painting genre.

The Moluccas in particular were heavily fortified in order to protect the Dutch trade in spices.

Engravings detail the various forts of Banda, Ambon and Ternate, some of which had

originally been Portuguese fortifications. During the early part of the 17th century, these

fortifications were regarded as a show of strength, whereas later they could be read as signs of

the excessive financial burden they had imposed on the VOC. Between 1640 and 1680, the

VOC realised a monopoly profit from the nutmeg and mace, but the maintenance of the

monopoly was a burden in many ways (Curtin, 1984:152).  Coercion was costly and

                                                  
16 This fort is usually referred to as Fort Orange, which was erected in 1607, but there are also other forts close to this. Tolucco
Fortress was built by the Portuguese in 1512, and Kalumatra was built in 1518 by the English.
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corruption was ever present. The VOC paid poorly and it was almost expected that all those

involved in the trade would be involved in their own ventures, bringing back home whatever

they could to supplement their income. As might be expected, the official representations

through the engravings were a show of strength and uniformity rather than a tale of

complexity, subversion and smuggling which continually undermined the profits of the VOC.

Typically, shipping of various kinds foregrounded the stone fortresses, and these levels of

surveillance and fortification were successful in that they stopped other European nations

from taking over the Dutch forts, but they failed to stop the subversion of the monopoly. The

Dutch were aware of the potential for smuggling plants from remote areas, and attempts to

coerce local forces to police the Dutch plantings were ultimately to prove too difficult to

maintain as there were always other avenues open to traders for buying smaller amounts of

spices. For example, the French were buying spices from Mindanao and Kedah. “They

travelled to buy spices in regions unknown to the Dutch, and this in fact provided the opening

for the other nations which were attempting to end the Dutch monopoly.” (Groves, 1995:171)

Figure 7E. Detail from engraving of hongi fleet.
Source: Valentijn 1724–1726.
Bishop Sol’s private collection.

In many ways, the maps in Valentijn articulate the Dutch obsession with power and control,

and none more so than this engraving of the hongi fleet. The purpose of the hongi fleet was to

enforce the spice monopoly in the Moluccas by policing the clove plantations. Boxer (1973)

suggests that the reason the Dutch used so much force in the Moluccas was that the islands

could be isolated from the mainland and, without warships of any size, the local rulers could
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be forced into compliance. In accounts of the spice trade, the brutal effects of the hongi on the

local populations are detailed, and so is the high cost of maintaining the fleet. The hongi fleet

remains one of the most extreme examples of a monopoly which in the end was to prove

counterproductive. Despite the difficulties of penetrating the accounting systems of the VOC,

it seemed likely that the fleets, forts and garrisons may well have swallowed up all the profits

gained from the monopoly (Boxer, 1973:112). It was only for a few decades in the 17th

century that the Dutch effectively realised a monopoly profit, but this was of little use in an

era that saw Asian trade expanding generally in leaps and bounds. Curtin (1984:154) believes

that because the VOC restricted the amounts of spice that entered the market, spices became a

smaller and smaller part of the total value of exports to Europe, and ultimately this focus on

spices was counterproductive.

The illustration articulates the military force of the Dutch in the 17th century as well as any

other engraving, and reflects the aggressive policy towards control of the spice trade

advocated by Coen. The rigid delineation of the craft into lines and groupings, all numbered

and accounted for, signifies the absolute surveillance that the Dutch sought. The symmetrical

and detached nature of the illustration belies the fact that these ships were involved in some of

the harshest forms of colonialism ever documented.

The Kora Kora war canoes were used in Moluccan warfare long before the European control

of the Moluccas. However, during the 17th and 18th centuries, they were enlisted, or co-

opted, by the VOC. The Kora Kora were the key element in the feared hongi tochten fleets,

which were responsible for “search and destroy” missions. It was their job to contain all clove

trees in officially sanctioned plantations, while any trees found growing outside designated

areas were destroyed. As Robert Markely points out, the protection of colonial interests

depended upon local and imported labour: “Even at the height of their commercial empire in

1688 the Dutch had fewer than 5000 troops stationed in their principal possessions in

Southeast Asia. The garrisons on Ternate and Tidore were manned by fewer than three

hundred soldiers” (Markely, 2001:16). Even though the numbers had not diminished in the

18th century, he makes the point that the colonies were maintained by people of various

origin and by no means solely by Dutch nationals.

 Although seemingly neutral in themselves, these depictions of forts and ships are a sign of

the hegemony that the East India Company exerted over the local populations. Hongi fleets

were powerful enough to cut across local histories, to replace the familial and the organic

with order and obedience and the complexities of cross-cultural trade with the certainties of
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monopolistic practices. The sight of the hongi fleet lined up and ready to patrol the clove

plantations was a source of reassurance to the VOC.  But it was a recurring nightmare to the

Moluccan families and villagers who were stripped of any right to grow clove trees that were

not within the VOC’s specification. This had a disastrous effect on local economies as well as

local customs.

In 1651, the Dutch decided that they would limit the cultivation of cloves to the island of

Amboina and, with the hongi fleet as the enforcers, insisted on the uprooting of cloves from

the other islands. Ternate, Tidore and a few other islands in the north Moluccas had been the

traditional cultivational centres for the cloves, but now the penalty for possession, selling and

cultivation of the spice was death. This was particularly cruel because: “It was the custom in

the Moluccas to plant a clove tree for the birth of each child, which helped to keep a record of

the child’s age; and if the tree was subsequently destroyed it portended doom for the child.”

(Purseglove et al. 1981:231) Now the images can be understood as signs of the ever-

increasing burden incurred in the search of the impossible dream of the absolute, eternal

monopoly. We know now that, by the end of the 18th century, the VOC would be sunk,

weighed down by its own cannons.

The images in Valentijn’s volumes, such as the engraving of Ternate and those of the hongi

fleets, are more sophisticated than some of the earlier woodcuts, but they are used as

illustrations of the properties of the Dutch. There are no illustrations here that are considered

to as contribute to any particular painting genre, and illustrations in Valentijn’s work and

VOC publications are not included for aesthetic reasons. They were pressed into service to

reinforce the Spice Islands as Dutch possessions, and detail the ways in which control over

the Spice Islands was maintained. The Spice Islands as an exotic destination was not the

concern of the VOC; the main interest was in the profits to be enjoyed back home in the

Netherlands.

The content of this chapter informed the construction of several of the canvases, which can be

seen in images 1, 3 and 8 in particular. Projected photographs include 34 and 35 for sites of

the most extreme violence recorded in the Banda Islands. The VOC logo is engraved on the

steps of Chinese temple in Banda in 88. Photographs 90 to 94 represent the old port of

Batavia; they speak of Dutch architecture, and the persistence and the decay, of colonial

power and control.



C H A P T E R  E I G H T

PIETER VAN DEN BROEKE: A PORTRAIT OF
CULTURE AND COLONISATION

Pieter van den Broeke’s portrait by Frans Hals is more than just a painting

of a merchant adventurer
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Islands of the Imagination contained stretched canvases formed from a variety of sources

brought together as photographs taken by myself and then reformed into a digital format. The

final output was in part a critique of the painted canvas. In retrospect, the images produced

for the exhibition were a forerunner of a more widely established contemporary practice to

transfer digital files onto canvas. As complement to the digital images produced for the

exhibition, I wanted to analyse one painting that was definitively an oil painting of some

stature, and recognizable to a wide audience concerned with visual culture. The subject of the

painting has a direct relationship to both art history and the ways in which the Spice Islands

became significant to European audiences. This chapter is an exploration of the ways in

which often separate discourses might be brought together. Colonial history and art theory

are interwoven here, and the photographs used in the exhibition bring together the direct

descendants of the subject of the painting and Frans Hals, the artist. The Van den Broeke

family is implicated in various ways throughout the exhibition and this thesis.

The representation of successful businessmen and important public figures was developing

into a new and lucrative genre of painting in Holland, and Pieter van den Broeke’s portrait is

a classic example used perennially since 1950 by Gombrich in his text, The Story of Art, to

demonstrate the flair of Frans Hals. The manner in which the success of van den Broeke was

achieved was also an early example of a new genre of colonialism: the extermination of local

communities and their replacement with company plantations. Both were significant in their

own way, representing the extremes of cultural achievements. The fine art of Frans Hals is set

against the crude colonial woodcuts of the Spice Islands that were produced for VOC

publications.

Since the 16th century, Holland has enjoyed a reputation for producing some of the finest

painters in Europe and, with the production of art, there needs also to be a market for

paintings. During the 17th century, artists were able to seek other patrons apart from the

church, and some of this patronage was made possible by profits from the spice trade.

Holland was developing a broader audience for its artworks, and this desire to collect

artworks is acknowledged by Boxer in his book The Dutch Seaborne Empire (1973):

“Never in any country has the painter’s art,  if not the painter himself, been more truly

popular than in the land of Rembrandt.” (Travels of Peter Mundy, quoted in Boxer,

1973:190).
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Figure 8A. Portrait of Pieter van den Broeke, A Merchant Adventurer by Frans Hals, 1623.
Source: Gombrich (1974).

Quoting from a variety of sources, he documents the desire by people from all walks of life in

Holland to collect pictures. The abundance of talented painters who congregated in Holland at

the time is also well documented through the many and varied books on Dutch art. Possibly

the most famous painter of the 17th century is Rembrandt, but Boxer argues that, whilst the

work produced by painters was — and still continues to be — revered, the status of the

painter was not always assured (Boxer, 1973:195). He suggests that the wealthy regents,

merchants and burghers of the Dutch Republic despised Rembrandt for being an undischarged

bankrupt as much as they admired him for being a consummate artist. Frans Hals was also

noted for his prodigious drinking as well as his deft brushstrokes. Notwithstanding some of

the prevailing (and enduring) attitudes towards artists themselves, many art history texts have

established that Dutch artists were highly regarded both in Europe and parts of Asia for their
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aesthetic sensibilities and technical prowess. Whilst Rembrandt may not be linked directly to

images of the Spice Islands, I want to emphasise how significant Dutch artists were to the

European art cannons (and subsequently to art history texts), and how little attention is paid to

the sitter or subject while the artist’s personalities receive close scrutiny and analysis. Frans

Hals knew Pieter van den Broeke, but from Gombrich’s book, and other biographies of Frans

Hals, the connection to the Spice Islands, and wealth from the spice trade, is never made

explicit.

Paintings such as The Shell Collector are testimony to the fact that artists were employed to

record the curiosities brought back from the far east, or “lands below the winds” (as the

region that included the East Indies was sometimes known to the Dutch) (Saurez, 1999:12).

They were also commissioned to paint the merchants and notable figures, including members

of the Board of Directors of the newly formed VOC, the Heeren XVII. Rubens (although

generally classified as a Flemish painter), Rembrandt, Vandyke and Frans Hals are all

recognised as significant artists of the period, and benefited from the capital that resulted from

the profits of the spice trade and other trading ventures in the east. Although the artists

painting in Holland at the time were not necessarily directly concerned with the Spice Islands,

the rise in importance of the Dutch artists coincided with the establishment of the spice

monopoly. The profits from the Spice Islands brought excess capital into circulation, which

enabled Dutch merchants the luxury of commissioning paintings.

Frans Hals was already established as a successful portrait painter by 1633, when he produced

one of his typical portraits, that of Pieter van den Broeke. The painting of this Merchant

Adventurer is a famous Frans Hals portrait, and it has been reproduced in every edition of

Gombrich’s classic text The Story of Art since it was first published in 1950. Frans Hals’

portrait makes the journey from black and white reproduction through to full plate

reproduction in colour over 30 years.  It is described by Gombrich as “a magnificent portrait”

in which he suggests “ the painter has ‘caught’ the sitter at a characteristic moment and fixed

it forever on the canvas” (Gombrich, 1978:326). Later in the text, Gombrich praises Frans

Hals even further when he says: “We seem to know this Pieter van den Broeke, a true

merchant adventurer of the seventeenth century ” (Gombrich, 1979:326).  I also seem to know

this painting, as it has been so widely reproduced in this classic text, which was for many

years  required reading at art colleges throughout England.17

                                                  
17 This was also the case in Australia, as it took much of its curriculum from the English art schools.
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The painting may be read as a portrait of a confidant and avuncular/patriarchal figure set

against an imagined background of successful ventures in distant lands. The very absence of

historicism and contextual detail allows the viewer to inscribe their own imagined histories

and romanticised adventures into the frame. Frans Hals has painted a generous and genial

portrait that speaks of success: confident, dashing strokes of the brush a metaphor for the

imagined dashing character of the subject. This meant success for the painter in capturing a

likeness with such surety and deftness, and success for Pieter who, iconically, represents the

rich and confident Dutch culture at the time. The circumstances under which the Dutch

achieved this success are, for Gombrich at least, of no particular concern. It is the common

sense of this pre-semiotic textbook for the aesthetic contribution of the artist to be the

dominant discourse. Gombrich, of course, is not alone in this respect, as few popular books on

great art deal with the ideological and the political as well as the aesthetic until the 1970s,

when John Berger’s Ways of Seeing appeared on television and the influence of structuralism

and psychoanalytic theory began to change the curriculum of art colleges in the United

Kingdom.

The relaxed air that Frans Hals caught in his sitter is that of the coloniser, and the ruddy

complexion suggests his travels. The upper part of his face is pale, as the skin of many

Dutchmen might be, his eyes protected from the sun by the shade of the hat. The lower half

suggests that the tropical sun and the sea air from years on board ships had ruddied his

complexion. His was a face that stood in for colonial endeavours at the limits of the Dutch

empire. Painting has never been outside systems of governance, and in this case the portrait is

implicated fully in colonialism. Michel de Certeau suggests that paintings can  “conquer”,

using acquisitions “as if they were a blank, savage page on which western desire will be

written.  It will transform the space of the other into a field of expansion for a system of

production ” (de Certeau, 1985: xi).  Gombrich’s text, however, does not concern itself with

the manner in which this success was achieved. Neither do more detailed biographies on

Frans Hals deal with how the subjects achieved success, wealth and privilege. The Spice

Islands were a world away from the concerns of art history.

Just a few years before the portrait was completed, Pieter van den Broeke had been given land

in the Banda islands, as were other  “merchant adventurers” after virtually the entire

population of Banda was killed, driven away or used as forced labour for the Dutch settlers.

Now the land was clear for subdivision into “perks” (Figure 8B), and Coen set about finding

suitable perkiniers to grow nutmeg and mace solely for the VOC. By 1627, all of the 68 perks

and their “slaves” had been allocated to a variety of perkiniers, including Pieter van den
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Broeke, who had the largest allocation of land in the Bandas.  Pieter van den Broeke and other

“perkiniers” could then begin to inscribe their own histories upon the Moluccas.

Figure 8B. Map of Bandas showing the perks.
Source: Boxer (1965).

In François Valentijn’s Oud en Nieuw Oost Indiën (Old and New East Indies), van den

Broeke’s name is listed as one of those who received gifts, “Dus verre den inkoop gegift op”,

in 1631.  Antoni van Deimen was also one of those who were privileged by the VOC.  Van

Diemen is a household name in Australia, whilst van den Broeke is known only to a few

historians and scholars concerned with the region.

Frans Hals’ subject is named in Valentijn’s list as the Director van Suratte (Valentijn,

1724:211). It was this prominent role, and his status as the most significant of the perkiniers,

that led to his description as a “merchant adventurer” in Gombrich’s text accompanying the

Frans Hals portrait (Gombrich, 1998). Pieter van den Broeke was already well known by

Coen, and it is likely that the gift detailed in Valentijn’s work was an advance that the VOC

frequently, if begrudgingly, made to keep the perkiniers in operation (Hanna, 1991:60). His
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connection with Jan Pieterszoon Coen endured even after the Governor General’s death, since

the silver chain around van den Broeke’s neck was a gift from the city of Amsterdam for

bringing Coen’s widow safely back to Holland.

Whilst we can see Pieter van den Broeke’s name on the same page as Jan Pieterszoon Coen

and Antoni van Diemen, and read about him as a merchant adventurer, the perkiniers were not

all so well connected.  According to Hanna, they were mostly “rude one time servants of the

VOC whose superiors were not especially unhappy to see them retire …. Most were drifters

or misfits, rakes or scoundrels, nobody’s first choice as model colonials” (Hanna, 1991:63).

Whilst Pieter van den Broeke might have come to the Banda islands with more credentials

than some of the other perkiniers, the relationship that these new leaseholders developed with

the VOC was as far removed from the imagined world of the Frans Hals portrait as were the

islands themselves from Holland.

The perkiniers thought of the VOC as arrogant, corrupt and incompetent. VOC officials in

turn complained that both the perkiniers and their slaves were quarrelsome, disrespectful,

drunken and licentious; that they defrauded the company on spice deliveries; that they

violated all regulations regarding licensed subsidiary occupations (coconut planting, fishing,

pearling, making of palm wine known as arak); and that they devoted more time and energy

to lodging demands or favours than to the production of nutmeg (Hanna, 1991:62–63). With

the perkiniers, of whom Pieter van den Broeke was the most significant, there was a new and

unprecedented settler society developing in the Moluccas that was far removed from the

world of Frans Hals.

The VOC was creating its own set of cultural values far removed from the society which

avidly consumed the products of the Spice Islands back in Holland. The images of the Spice

Islands that were produced in the Moluccas, at the coalface of colonialism as it were, took on

characteristics that presented the world with a different picture of them. These islands became

in many ways the antithesis of civil society in a location that generated signs of antagonisms,

treachery, battles and cruelties in a way that was as brutal as any throughout European

expansionism in the Far East. There is little trace of this in the Frans Hals portrait.

Meanwhile, the illustrations concerning events in the Spice Islands bore no resemblance to

the sophisticated work being undertaken in Europe in the 17th century, and made the

distinctions between civilised and uncivilised related to remoteness. This also would have

meant that the VOC found it easier to distance itself from the situation if it was not even
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represented as real. Woodcuts of torture did not seem to represent the imperatives of reality in

the way that Rembrandt’s and Frans Hals’ paintings did. It was possible to turn a blind eye to

the extremes of Coen’s actions as long as they produced profits for the Heeren XVII, even if

some of them did not approve of the methods by which such exorbitant profits were to be

gained. The Golden Age of Dutch art produced paintings that were underwritten by colonial

endeavours, and Pieter van den Broeke was an icon of Dutch art and a significant sign of

colonialism in the Spice Islands.

In the CD, there are photographs of van den Broeke’s direct descendents in the house and in

the plantation that continue the story of the Spice Islands. Images 30, 31 and 32 were

projected images, but needed the historical context of this chapter for their significance to be

understood more fully.



CH A P T ER N I N E

COLONIALISM AND CODIFICATION
Seeing the Spice Islands through the curious eyes of Rumphius, and the ambitious

gaze of Valentijn.
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In the search for original material for the exhibition and thesis, visiting the Spice Islands

provided the possibility of finding new ways of seeing the Spice Islands. As well as visiting the

key sites in the Spice Islands, it was an opportunity to examine resources and primary source

material. In Ambon, Bishop Sol’s  Library provided the opportunity to seek images from a

library devoted to the Moluccas. Permission to make slides from important and rare books

gave me a unique opportunity to collect material that I had never seen published. The images

in this chapter, and the rationale for the chapter, come directly from the time I spent in

Bishop Sol’s library. Whilst it was not necessary to copy all images from all the books that I

saw, it was important to survey as much as I could so that I was assured that there were no

key texts that had been overlooked in the research. The most significant books in terms of

visual resources were those of Rumphius and Valentijn, hence the importance of including a

chapter on these significant authors. Looking through the images enabled me to analyse the

changes that took place in representations which included the contradictions and

complexities of these two authors’ prolific output. Important, also, is the fact that they

published in Dutch, and English-speaking audiences are generally unaware of the

significance of these two authors in the generation of visual material that continues to be of

significance to researchers in various fields.

Towards the end of the 17th century, the ways in which the Spice Islands could be seen,

imagined and represented changed fundamentally.  This change was brought about as a result

of the colonial presence of the Dutch, which brought individuals to the islands whose interests

were not solely related to extracting maximum profits from the islands.  The Spice Islands

became subjected to scientific study and historical documentation, which gave a more specific

identity to them for European audiences. Two names stand out as significant in this respect,

and this chapter concentrates on those two: George Bernhard Rumphius and François

Valentijn.

In the Order of Things (1973:54), Foucault suggests that the 17th century marks “the

disappearance of the old superstitions and marginal beliefs, and the entry of nature at long last

into the scientific order”. He believes that these epistemes are represented by the general

theory of signs, divisions and classifications on the one hand and “the problem of immediate

resemblances, of the spontaneous movement of the imagination, of nature’s repetitions” on

the other (Foucault, 1973:54). In this chapter, we view Rumphius and Valentijn as exemplars

of Foucault’s propositions. More significantly, though, we can see that the Spice Islands

developed as a centre for research that had for the first time only an indirect relationship to

the search for profits from spices.  There is also a focus on the work of Rumphius and
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François Valentijn because they represent a shift from the Spice Islands as unknown, exotic

lands to known Dutch territorial possessions.

The images in Rumphius and Valentijn are without question the main source of illustrations

for textbooks on the Spice Islands, and they bring into the publishing industries of Europe

peerless examples of botanical illustrations and maps that have been used continually from

the start of the 18th century to the present day. What they also have in common with each

other is that their work was undertaken outside their official duties, without a specific

commercial rationale or direct brief from the VOC. Also of significance is that the work was

produced from a direct experience of living in the Dutch East Indies, and in particular the

Spice Islands. Their work, for various and often divergent reasons, represents developments

in European society and its desires to quantify, collect, measure, document, classify and

record. In their attempts to achieve this, they provide much more specific detail of the Spice

Islands to an expanding reading public in Europe. These two authors are brought together as

examples of the prevailing beliefs of their time. Rational and fanciful ideas, ambitious and

modest aspirations, new knowledge and plagiarised material are all to be found in their work.

The five books in eight bindings of Valentijn were published between 1724 and 1726, less

than a year before his death in 1727. Rumphius had already died in 1702, but his work was

not published until 1705 when the Ambonese Curiosity Cabinet was published, followed

many years later by the extensive herbal of tropical plants  which was published between

1741 and 1755 (Beekman, 1988:60). Despite the significance of these works, connections

between Dutch colonial interests and Australia’s history are now commonly perceived as

relatively insignificant because our Anglocentric connections are the most frequently

prosecuted. This makes it much easier to forget, or at least gloss over, the fact that in Captain

Cook’s time many of the books and maps from the 17th and 18th centuries relating to the

antipodes came from the Netherlands. The Englishman’s arrival acts as a marker for the start

of colonial history in Australia, and the volumes produced on him largely ignore the

significance of Dutch publications to European imaginations of the 17th and 18th centuries.

Even if the works of Valentijn and Rumphius are seldom referred to in popular histories of

Australia now, their work was certainly well known to Captain Cook and Joseph Banks. The

focus on British historical connections to Australia is perhaps not surprising, but it appears to

me to be a limitation of the study of Australia’s colonial history, particularly in the art history

context.  In some way,  this research was an attempt to move way from the constraints of

publications in the English language to recognise that the Dutch were a real influence in the

region so close to  Australia.
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Although the Dutch first mapped the Australian coastline effectively from their well-

established ports in the East Indies, the Moluccas, or Spice Islands, were still the main object

of interest to the “Hollanders”, not the vast coastline that was usually referred to as New

Holland. In fact, the Dutch had not visited Australia in the twelve years before Captain Cook

came to Australia from the east in 1768 (Eisler, 1995). Dutch explorers, such as Van Dieman

and Tasman, do form a part of the legacy of Australia’s history, but they often recorded

negative impressions of the coastline. Cartenz was typical of the Dutch explorer’s

perceptions. When he left Australia for Amboina in 1623, he described the country around the

west coast of Cape York as monotonous, unproductive and inhabited by extremely primitive

people who went naked and had no knowledge of metals or spices (Estensen, 1999:151).

References to the lack of spices was a consistent theme of the descriptions of Australia during

the 17th century, and the Dutch continued to focus their attention on the Moluccan islands to

the north of the Great Southern Land.

The concentration of energies on the Spice Islands by the Dutch led to a more complex

society emerging in the islands as administrators, merchants and clerics established

themselves in Batavia and Ambon. This meant that the considerable intellectual curiosity of

the Dutch was becoming manifest not only in Holland, but also in their colonies, and the work

of Rumphius in particular stands out as an intelligent and comprehensive example of

scientific and artistic endeavour. The Spice Islands were already thought of by the Dutch as a

source of exotica (signified, for example, by the Birds of Paradise and the Moluccan sea

shells).  Rumphius, in keeping with the prevailing beliefs of the time, still saw the flora and

fauna of the Moluccas as exotic, but for him the Spice Islands became the source of specific

and tangible manifestations of God’s wondrous work. None of his work relied on fanciful

imaginings and second-hand stories; it was diligent, observant and rational. The

comprehensiveness of his works was unparalleled in the East Indies at the time and, according

to Boxer (1973), they are still considered useful references to contemporary researchers of

shells and flora of the Moluccas.
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Figure 9A. Valentijn’s publications, in Bishop Sol’s private library, Ambon.
Source: C. Zuber.

Perhaps the most widely read and comprehensive text of this period, compiled in the 17th and

early 18th centuries and published in the early 18th century, was the the Oud and Nieuw Oost

Indiën by François Valentijn. It was an encyclopaedic enterprise; however, it is often referred

to as a collection of plagiarised and original written material which, as Willard Hanna (1991)

suggests, is now appreciated not so much for its text but for its significant collection of visual

material in the form of maps and prints, many of which elaborately fold out from the binding

to accommodate for the particular dimensions of the maps and engravings.18  Most books on

the Spice Islands use material that derives from this comprehensive work, and as such it is the

most significant single source of visual material used in conjunction with written texts on the

Dutch East Indies and the spice trade. By the time Valentijn published the maps, it can be

safely assumed that he was not making available new knowledge, but these maps were

brought together for the first time and did, for the most part, accurately locate the significant

territories of the Dutch East Indies. Old and New East Indies was published in a period in

which it was essential to have up-to-date maps, but these hitherto often jealously guarded

possessions were to become much more widely published and available during the 17th and

18th centuries.

                                                  
18 Many of the illustrations in this thesis attributed to Valentijn come from Bishop Sol’s collection in Ambon; subsequent
research was undertaken in the National Library, which has Valentijns original published editions dating from 1724–26.
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Figure 9B.   Map of Nova Hollandia and the East Indies.
Source: Valentijn 1724–1726.

All maps can be read as signifiers of cultural interests and aspirations. They are signs of the

times in which they were produced, and they are never just signs of an objective, external and

eternal reality; nevertheless, maps needed to be as accurate as possible in order to be

functional. In the map shown in Figure 9B we recognise a fairly accurate recording of the

west coast of Australia. We can also see how the mapping took place from routes to the Spice

Islands as the Dutch ships, following the trade winds, made their way up towards the

Moluccas from the cooler, more southerly routes that they had established by the end of the

17th century. It is easy to imagine the journeys along the coastline of the Bight being

abandoned, as few prospects for useful trade or anchorage could be seen. The coastline was

surveyed, but only so far, and the exploratory voyages left an incomplete map of the
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Australian coastline. We now know that it is the land that was not surveyed in Valentijn that

is the most densely populated, the most valuable to Australians today. What is remarkable for

this map is that the focus of interest is clearly on the Spice Islands, signifying their

importance to the European audience and in particular the Dutch.

In the top portolan, the eye is drawn into a point just outside the clove-producing islands of

Ternate and Tidore, the lines radiating from the point at which Magellan’s fleet first caught

sight of the Spice Islands on 6 November 1521. This monumental voyage had taken the life of

Magellan and many other crew members even before the fleet reached the Spice Islands, but

nonetheless the fleet had arrived at its destination. For over two years, the Portuguese had

been searching for these islands, and Pigafetta, the chronicler of the first voyage round the

world, wrote that, after seeing the islands some 14 leagues away, the fleet “gave thanks to

God, and to comfort ourselves we discharged all our artillery” (Pigafetta, 1521).

The fleet’s discovery of the Spice Islands marks a significant event in European history,

therefore denoting the Spice Islands no longer as peripheral to European interests, but as

central. The map here reinscribes the significance of these sightings in a graphic sense in the

positioning of the radiating portolan lines. It shows the influence of the portolan chart, which

was a map on which a network of lines represented compass bearings which a ships pilot

could use to work out the heading he needed to get to his destination (Estensen, 1998:14).

The lines centre upon these small islands, as did the imaginations of the Europeans who

invested so heavily in their explorations to find the Spice Islands. The lines may also be read

as radiating out from the point of discovery, reinforcing the sense of their importance to the

Dutch audiences of the 17th century. The Spice Islands were no longer vague, exotic islands,

but real territories that produced great wealth and put the Dutch at the forefront of maritime

expertise. The lines, whilst radiating out, also bring the eye inward, towards those tiny islands

that fall outside the focus of interest for map-makers and seafarers today.
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Figure 9C. Valentijn’s portrait, engraving inValentijn, F. 1724–1726,
Oud en Nieuw Oost Indiën.
Source: Bishop Sol’s private collection.

Whilst many of the illustrations in Valentijn relate clearly to colonisation and the work of the

VOC, some have their origins in an earlier period and demonstrate a lingering fascination

with the exotic imaginings that might be understood as more correctly belonging to the

medieval, pre-modern epoch of European history. For example, several of the plates illustrate

monsters from the sea, perpetuating myths from early travellers about mermaids and giant

birds capable of carrying elephants, such as seen in engravings celebrating Magellan’s

circumnavigation of the globe. Creatures such as these had been imagined for centuries,

starting with the Greeks, reinforced by Ptolemy and continued by the Romans.

One of the most popular books of the 3rd century was Solinus’s Collectanae Rerum

Memorabilium, which was a collection of fabulous tales of creatures and plants of the East

based principally on Pliny. According to Andaya (1993), this was one of the most important

books to consolidate the ancient Greek tradition of monsters and marvels that continued to

adorn travel accounts throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. By the 16th century,
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there was a desire to know more of the inhabitants of exotic places, but this was still within

the context of the monstrous and the imaginary. The work of the Greek and Roman writers

still gave the European explorers a lens through which the East was viewed and Valentijn was

himself still under the influence of these Hellenic myths. So, despite the fact that in much of

Valentijn’s work there are VOC documents and maps which are essentially utilitarian in

nature, there are also fictional creatures which have their origins in much earlier epochs.

Valentijn’s collected works, then, are a product of both the age of reason and the centuries of

superstition and medieval imaginings that preceded him.

Donna Merwick (2002) suggests that the Dutch placed a high value on pictorial phenomena,

including illustrations and maps. This was not because they called forth abstract principles or

ideal models, but because they strove to resemble the thing in itself. This is evidenced

consistently in the work of Rumphius, but not entirely in the work of Valentijn as he cobbled

together his huge volumes from various sources. François Valentijn spent the last thirteen

years of his life writing and compiling his volumes, largely from VOC material. According to

Beekman (1988:57), he also spent time playing music and participating in the European rage

of the time, which was collecting and displaying exotic curiosities such as shell molluscs and

coral. In discussions of the work in Valentijn, particularly by Beekman, there is doubt about

what actually represents Valentijn’s own work. His maps came from a variety of sources, his

illustrations are suspect, and generally most of the information is considered to have been

plundered from other sources. He is, however, acknowledged as being a “remarkably fine

storyteller in prose” (Perron, in Beekman, 1998:89). This seems to be the one talent that

Beekman grudgingly attributes to Valentijn. Beekman is consistently critical of Valentijn, and

takes every opportunity to fire broadsides at him whilst at the same time kneeling in reverence

to Rumphius. He refers to Valentijn as an “intellectual magpie … pilfering other people’s

work without scruple and hoarding the loot for his own purposes”. An example of Beekman’s

criticisms of Valentijn reads like this:

He occasionally mentioned an author’s name in the text, but only in an offhand

manner, as if it were a piece of debris that the verbal avalanche happened to have

carried along. Although plagiarism and falsification are not historically evil, the

modern community of scholars finds such blatant pilfering indecent …

Valentijn’s most repugnant larceny was his purloining of Rumphius’s work … the

case is particularly damning because Rumphius was the greatest naturalist of the East

Indies. (Beekman, 1988:60)
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Throughout his chapter on Valentijn in his Anthology of Dutch Literature, he castigates

Valentijn for his theft, lack of piety, deceitfulness and pomposity. From well-documented

examples of plagiarism, it is clear that not only the written text but also the illustrations and

maps have come from a variety of sources.  They exhibit a range of techniques and treatments

of various subjects that have inconsistencies because they were left largely unedited by

Valentijn. So, whilst Valentijn did appropriate the work of Rumphius, particularly the

illustrations, he did not take his ideas further. Rumphius was a harbinger of the age of reason

and possessed a mind that was in most respects more modern than Valentijn’s, despite the fact

that Valentijn was older than Rumphius. For when Valentijn does express his own opinions or

thoughts, it appears as if he is still informed by the medieval world. A good illustration of this

can be found in the representations of mermaids, a perfect example of the exotic, perpetuating

myths of an earlier epoch. Valentijn believed in mermaids or “sea people”, and poured scorn

on that “stiff Necked World that do not believe this, as they also do not believe that there are

cities like Rome, Constantinopel or Alcairo in the World” (Valentijn, quoted in Beekman,

1988:135). Valentjin’s  belief in the existence of sea people led him to include an illustration

of a mermaid in his work. According to Peter Dance (1998:138), the mermaid was copied

from one of the  “Phantasmagoria” of the author Louis Renard.

Figure 9D. Mermaid by Samuel Fallours.
Source: Eisler (1995).

However, in The Furthest Shore, Eisler notes that Louis Renard was working directly from

the paintings of Samuel Fallours, who produced the illustrations for a number of prominent

VOC officials between 1703 and 1712. Valentijn’s mermaid here was, at the very least, third-

hand. The idea of illustrating mermaids was by no means a new one, even to Samuel Fallours,

but it is somewhat surprising that Valentijn still believed in their existence, particularly if he

had read Rumphius and his thoughts on the origin of the mermaid myth in the Moluccas.
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The mermaid illustration signifies to us now not the age of reason, but the vestiges of

medieval superstitions and imaginings in a world not yet codified and reasoned: a world still

with possibilities for new creatures, the more fanciful the better. In European Vision and The

South Pacific, Bernard Smith observes that: “Little monsters similar to those in the

Nuremberg Chronicle were alive and well in the European imagination, even at the height of

the enlightenment” (Smith, 1992:25). Although in this case Smith was referring to the work

of Louis Renard, he must also by implication be commenting on Fallours, who preceded him,

and Valentijn, who later plagiarised him. Of all these creatures or “little monsters”, it is

perhaps the mermaid that captured the imagination of sailors round the world more than

anything else. Here, the body of an eel-like fish is conjoined with that of a young women

wearing a grass skirt that with due modesty makes the mermaid a possibility, a perfect

complement to the monsters of the deep, but a long way from the imaginations of Rembrandt

and Frans Hals, who were contemporaries of Rumphius and Valentijn.

Figure 9E.  Engraving of fishes from the Moluccas.
Source: Valentijn (1724–1726).

We can also see these monsters, as Bernard Smith called them, illustrated in Valentijn in the

form of these strange fishes. In this image, the observed is combined with the absurd. They

bear little resemblance to fishes with which 18th century readers were familiar from the cold

waters of the North Sea.
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In Figure 9E, three of the fishes conform to contemporary expectations of a fish, whilst the

fourth has a geometry that belies its natural origins. The fifth (top right), then, might be

understood as a possible suitor to the mermaid, but certainly not an identifiable species of

fish. The man-headed fish might be understood as testimony to the persistence of imagined

sightings and exotic descriptions that were passed on through word of mouth. There were

varieties of exotic creatures illustrating the travel journals so popular at the time, which

Valentijn reproduced without critical judgment.  These exotic specimens of imagined sea

creatures only represent a small proportion of the illustrative material in these huge volumes,

but nonetheless they stand as testimony to the persistence of the fabled exotic creatures and

monsters of the East which Valentijn had not edited from his own imagination, and therefore

could not edit out of his work.

These and other illustrations in Valentijn act as reminders of the difficulties of bracketing

ways of seeing the world into chronological epochs. The Enlightenment still has some

shadows cast from an earlier period, and these images remain as signs that there is a complex

layering of epistemologies in Valentijn: naively illustrated mermaids coexist with beautifully

detailed engravings — from Rumphius, reason and superstitions coexist.

George Everhard Rumphius was, so to speak, a different kettle of fish. Whilst in the service of

the VOC, he started work on his “curious studies” around 1660 (Beekman, 1981).  They were

not curious in the sense that the fishes in Valentijn are curious to eyes attuned to post-modern

sensibilities; rather, they demonstrate an enduring curiosity about the natural world. This

world happened to be the Moluccas, the furthest reaches of the East Indies. Rumphius’s work

marks the beginning of the Spice Islands as the centre for the production of a new kind of

imagery, that which belonged to the  encyclopedia and  the compendium. It marked the

presence in the Spice Islands of literate, informed research that had little interest in the spice

trade as such, but instead recorded the natural wonders that were to be found there.

Rumphius was, much more so than Valentijn, a product of the age of reason. His work

demonstrates, as much as any artistic work published at the time, the value of what was to

become known as objective drawing.  European art education has developed its curriculum

based upon the ability of the eye and the hand to represent accurately (scientifically) the

object in front of the viewer. In objective drawing, the gaze must be steady, and reproduction

of that which is in front of the eye, as accurate as possible. Rumphius was published in the

halcyon days of Dutch art and, whilst he was not primarily an artist, his work is influential for

its objective observation rendered in the service of what was essentially a scientific
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endeavour. His was an enterprise of the modern era undertaken in the most exotic of

locations, which he knew very well. His self-appointed mission was to record faithfully the

flora and fauna of the Spice Islands.

Figure 9F. Engraving of Rumphius, the blind seer of Ambon.
From 1705, De Ambonse Histoire, 2 vols.
Source: Bishop Sol’s private library, Ambon.

The frontispiece of his Raritkamer (Figure 9G) reflects the influences of the period. The

logical demonstration of perspective reminds the viewer of the Renaissance paintings, with a

hint of Leonardo da Vinci in the centre of the composition. Greek and Roman architecture

frame the scene, which suggests the excitement of those able to collect rarities for their

curiosity cabinets. Fine specimens are brought from the colonies, from the periphery to the

centre, where they are examined, classified, traded and formed into valuable collections. The
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illustration narrates colonial endeavours and implicates the Spice Islands and their exotic

shells in the world of scientific discovery.

Figure 9G. Curiosity cabinet. Rumphius, G. E. 1705, De Ambonse Histoire, 2 vols.
Source: Bishop Sol’s private library, Ambon.

The engravings in Rumphius’s volumes were from drawings produced largely in his spare

time and in the evenings.  Hence he referred to his work as “Lucubrationes”, which translates

as “nocturnal studies by lamplight” (Beekman, 1981:41). He continued his work even though,

towards the end of his life, he was turning blind — hence his title, “the blind seer of Ambon”.

The VOC’s relationship with the visual arts, or indeed science, was based on pragmatic

commercial concerns rather than intellectual inquiry for its own sake. Rumphius never really

received monetary support whilst producing his work, nor did he gain financially (as did
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Valentijn) from his publications. Rumphius was one of a newly emerging breed of scientists

and draftsmen collecting specimens and producing an enormous amount of natural history

studies whilst working within the infrastructure of the VOC (Eisler, 1995:112). Such was the

significance of these works that Eisler suggests they were the inspiration for the great

expeditions of the 18th century.

In the course of his research, Rumphius described and illustrated almost 1000 plants in the

area surrounding Ambon, his base and the centre of the Moluccas. His volume on the flora of

the region was called Herbarium Ambonese, and was one of the most valuable books in

Banks’ library on the Endeavour. In many European libraries, it sat on the shelves alongside

Rumphius’s Amboinsche Rariteitenkamer, which became a classic text for tropical shell

collectors. His work on the fauna of the Spice Islands was unfortunately lost overboard in a

storm on the way back to the Netherlands.  An example of his work is shown here in (Figure

9I), showing the shells which held a particular fascination in the imaginations of the Dutch

and other European societies at the time. Moluccan sea-shells were particularly highly prized

and would take pride of place in the fashionable curiosity cabinets.

The title of Rumphius’s Amboinse Rariteitenkamer of 1705 reflected a fashion for collecting

natural history specimens and other rarities: “minerals, seashells stuffed birds, beasts and

fishes, coins, medals and exotic bric a brac found ardent devotees .… Partly as a result of

Rumphius’s publication, Moluccan sea-shells were in high favour” (Boxer, 1973:203). Unlike

Valentijn, Rumphius was both the writer and illustrator of much of his work, but towards the

end of his life he needed assistance because of his ever-encroaching blindness.

Notwithstanding his failing sight, he was recognised as one of the most formidable minds of

Amsterdam society because of his research (Korn, 1998:185). His works were highly valued

in scientific circles for many years after their publication because of their exacting expertise.

Again, this is in contrast to Valentijn, who repeatedly comes in for criticism for his lack of

judgment and plagiarism. One of the most relevant examples of the difference in approach to

Valentijn can be noted by Rumphius’s comments on the mermaid. Unlike Valentijn, who we

know was dismissive of those who did not believe in mermaids, Rumphius was under no

illusions:

The dugong is the mermaid of the Malay Archipelago. It is said to cry real tears, and

if one gathers them they are believed to be a very potent love charm. There is a kind

of perfume called in Malay air mata dujung, literally the tears of the dugong.

(Rumphius quoted in Beekman, 1981:29)
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Figure 9H. Lobsters from Rumphius.
Source: De Ambonse Histoire, 2 vols, 1705. Bishop Sol’s private library, Ambon.

Rumphius then acknowledges local custom, but does not replicate the mythology of

impossible creatures that still held currency in texts circulating in European societies of the

time, including Valentijn’s work. He was curious but sceptical, drawing at times from local

knowledge, but at other times trusting his own observations.  Rumphius was, for example, the

first to observe that edible birds’ nests were constructed of saliva not minute algae as was

generally asserted by the Malays (Beekman, 1981:29). It was as if the world as he saw it in

the Moluccas was exotic and marvellous enough without the need for fanciful imaginings.
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Figure 9I. Moluccan shells in De Ambonse Histoire, 2 Vols, 1705.
Source: Bishop Sol’s private library, Ambon.

The creativity of expression was not an issue in Rumphius’s illustrations, as their main

function was to record accurately and to scale what the eye saw. The artistic function was to

render with as much detail as possible the distinctions and differences between the objects of

study. The point here was not to excite the imaginations of the readers with pictures of

monsters and mermaids, but to draw carefully what he found, and record the local Malay

stories which, amongst other things, pointed to the origins of the mermaid myths. Rumphius,

then, combines art with science, and also presages what we now might call ethnographic or

anthropological research. In many respects, he was a modern man.

Whilst the Spice Islands were still at the very outer limits of the Dutch East Indies, the image

of them was changing through the work of Rumphius and Valentijn. The fabulous and exotic

creatures of the imagination were gradually replaced by the more rational approaches

pioneered by Rumphius. The Dutch were at the forefront of scientific developments during
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the latter half of the 17th century, and this is recognised by many authors who have written

about the period. Bernard Smith, in his important work Imagining the Pacific, in the Wake of

Cook Voyages, suggests: “Paradoxically, though Holland was at the centre of all this

distribution of visual information about the unfamiliar, it did not become a place where the

exotic flourished ” (Smith, 1992:22). Whilst in the broadest sense this is true of Rumphius, I

suggest that there was somewhere where the exotic did have a place, and that it was in his

systems of nomenclature. The way he recorded and named what he saw suggests, according

to Beekman, that:

… he possessed artistic attributes. He saw striking resemblances between often

disparate elements of nature and knew how to word them. There is no desire to

standardise but rather the antithesis: to keep the striking similarity of each denizen of

nature, be it lordly or low in this democratic kingdom. (Beekman, 1981:29)

Some examples are the Leaf of Queens, the Nude tree, or perhaps the most evocative: the

Blue Clitoris flower. Whilst Valentijn still desires the embrace of a mythological mermaid,

Rumphius perceived the world through his own eyes: a world that saw resemblances,

analogies and similarities to other natural phenomena.  He gave what he saw names that made

sense to him, and of course he hoped his (perceived) audience at home in Europe would

understand his nomenclatures and descriptive, evocative phrases. Today, the Blue Clitoris

flower seems an impossibility as a title, yet even looking back to a period when Rumphius

and most other researchers were writing to the glory of God, it still seems difficult to imagine

that titles such as this were considered appropriate.

The work of Rumphius was in many ways definitive of the age of reason, but he had not

developed a systematic enough approach in his naming of the natural world to satisfy the

European’ desire to classify and record discoveries in the regions that were emerging as

colonial territories. It was to be some years later that the Swedish naturalist and physician

Carolus Linneaus developed a system for classifying plants that still stands today. The exotic

names of Rumphius were really part of an earlier episteme, and did not successfully make the

transition to modernity. They never really suited the age of scientific classification and remain

as curiosities to us now. Rumphius was a producer rather than a product of the age of reason.

His work suggests that he would have been happy to have held a camera in his hands, as there

is already a photographic quality to the engravings coupled with a desire to record, classify

and name everything he could see in the natural world. His work represents, as well as any

European working in the 17th and 18th centuries, the move into modernity.  His work
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exemplified the imbrication of scientific endeavours with creative insights, all dedicated to

the glory of God. After all, who else but God could have made the Blue Clitoris flower?

In comparing the work of Rumphius and Valentijn, it is clear that, although medieval

imaginings and representations and religious beliefs might have started to decline by the 17th

century, they were still in evidence in 18th century texts. Instead of using the ideas of discrete

periods, the order of things (to refer back to Foucault) might usefully now be replaced by the

layering of things. Ideas and imaginings are imbricated though histories of modernity rather

than bracketed off from each other by epochs, epistemes, ages and so forth. The 17th and 18th

centuries can be mined for the exotic and the mundane, the rational and the religious; the

layers are at times convoluted and inconsistent, but nevertheless they are still in evidence.

What is also evident is that the Spice Islands became known in a much more specific,

quantifiable way through the published work of Rumphius and Valentijn. The Spice Islands

became a site where investigation took place, not just a site of difference from Europe. This

was to be a significant departure from the early representations of a location where travellers

might encounter mermaids, erupting volcanoes, pirates, heathens and warships on the

hazardous journeys to find the most exotic of all spices: nutmeg, mace and cloves. These two

authors, for differing reasons, changed the way Europeans were able to imagine these islands.

They gave them specific detailed historical, geographic identities that were accurately

recorded, for the most part, in ways that are still useful today for all those researching the

Spice Islands.

In the CD, number 84 is a photograph of a monument to Rumphius in the centre of Ambon

which stands as a testament to the significance of his work in the Spice Islands. Other

illustrations in Valentijn were part of the projected images (110, 117, and 125 to 130). Most

of the engravings in Valentijn relate specifically to violent acts in the Moluccas.  There are

also detailed maps that I photographed and used in my exhibition canvases and in the

projected slides.



CH A P T ER TE N

THE SPICE ISLANDS AS A COLONIAL SIGN
Curiously, the Spice Islands are no longer located in the Moluccas,

 according to the British and the French.
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Figure 10A. Portrait of Peter Poivre from the collection of the Mauritius Institute.
Source: Grove (1995).

In relation to the exhibition, this chapter is essential in documenting the central issue of

where exactly the Spice Islands are located and why audiences round the world have

difficulty in agreeing on their location. The exhibition had as its clear focus artwork and

projected images on the Moluccas but this chapter looks at the reasons for the Spice Islands

being no longer synonymous with the Moluccan islands. There are historical circumstances

which gave rise to the term Spice Islands being used to refer to other islands far removed

from the Moluccas. In particular this chapter traces the French and British attempts to grow

spices in their own colonial territories.

As Dutch audiences were reading Rumphius and Valentijn, and seeing the Spice Islands as

their own profitable and precious territory, so the French and English were taking steps to

ensure that this control of the spice trade was about to end. The Dutch monopoly was to be

broken, not by brute force, but by cunning, determination and transplantation.  The

establishment of new Spice Islands came about as a direct result of the smuggling skills and
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ground-breaking horticultural activities of “Peter Pepper” in the 18th century. The Spice

Islands were multiplying, with the Dutch, French and British empires all staking a claim to

the term “Spice Islands”. In England it was Peter Poivre who could lay claim also to being the

subject of a school playground tongue-twister: “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper”.

According to Richard Groves, the French had been planning to gather spices from the

Moluccas since the 1720s. The first published “Plan for the acquisition of spice plants” is

dated 7 July 1729 (Groves, 1995:172).  It was these plans that led to the expeditions of Peter

Poivre to the Moluccas with the intention of bringing back to Mauritius the most valuable of

spice trees: the nutmeg and clove seedlings. In 1753 the first seedlings were smuggled out of

the Moluccas, but not without difficulty, and Poivre managed to plant just five seedlings in

Mauritius (Corn, 1998:221) When these failed through neglect after he left Mauritius for

other ventures, he needed to return to the Moluccas in order to bring back more substantial

quantities of plants. In 1770, with the aid of his colleague and protégé Provost, he brought

back to Mauritius enough plants to establish the French version of the Spice Islands. There

were 400 rooted nutmeg trees, 70 rooted clove trees, and thousands of seeds and nuts (Corn,

1998:227). The majority were planted at Poivre’s own gardens at Montpaiser on Mauritius,

and the rest were taken to Cayenne — now synonymous with chilli pepper.

By the 1790s, there were spice gardens in other French territories, despite the fact that some

French colonialists believed that the most valuable of spices should stay in Mauritius. Great

importance was attached to the island of Mauritius according to Groves (1995), and the work

of Peter Poivre was significant in terms of the development of French botanical science,

which was largely developed on the island of Mauritius. Not the least of his achievements

was that the plants that had hitherto grown only in the Moluccas could now be grown in quite

different soils and locations. Eventually Peter Poivre persuaded officials on Mauritius that,

notwithstanding the importance of Mauritius as the Isle de France, it would be better to

distribute the spice plants throughout other French territories as well.

As a result of his initiatives, Zanzibar — an island just off the coast of Africa and close to Dar

es Salaam — became yet another spice island. Success with the transplantations then led to

Madagascar, a much larger island further off the coast of Africa, also becoming a spice island.

To this day, Madagascar is still an important exporter of cloves even into Indonesia, where

cloves are used extensively in the manufacture of kretek cigarettes. The islands of Mauritius,

Madagascar and Zanzibar are all off the east coast of Africa, and these have become a part of

the pantheon of Spice Islands.
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It was apparent that, in the 18th century, Europeans could not get enough of these precious

spices, and that even more spice islands were needed to satisfy their appetites. Spice islands

were created in the West Indies after the islands off the coast of Africa became successful

producers of these hitherto rare crops. In Martinique, cloves grew well while nutmeg trees

thrived in Grenada, Trinidad, Tobago, (British) Barbados and the islands known as the

Netherlands Antilles. In the 18th century, the islands of the West Indies were also supplying

the most prized of spices to the tables of Europe. Not only was the climate suitable, but the

islands themselves were also attractive vessels into which the connotations of the term ‘spice

islands’ could be poured. They were in many ways a more convenient location, yet they also

managed to retain the requisite exotic appeal to the imaginations of Europeans that the

Moluccas had already established. Meanwhile, the Dutch were in no position financially to

crush the French initiatives. The financial burden of attempting to maintain the spice

monopoly and wage war in Europe was taking its toll. So, by the beginning of the 19th

century, there were French colonies that laid claim to being Spice Islands not only in the

islands off the coast of Africa, but also in the West Indies. The Spice Islands could no longer

be fully imagined as belonging to the Dutch and located solely in the Moluccas. Since the

18th century, the Spice Islands have ceased to be connoted solely with the Moluccas. There is

no other precedent in colonial history in which the identity of a specific, geographic group of

islands has been supplanted by other islands with the same name.

After the success of Peter Poivre’s plantations, the English thought it a good idea to take

seedlings out of Banda for transplanting into their own established colonies. This proved to be

a much easier operation for the British, because in the 1790s the English occupied Banda.19

Whilst the British seemed at the time to be preserving the monopoly in nutmeg production

and distribution, they in fact dealt the islands a fatal blow according to Hanna (1991:94). Just

as transplantations had been successful for the French, they also proved to be successful for

the British, who subsequently planted spice trees in Ceylon, Bencoolen (now Bengkulu) and

Penang. From the beginning of the 19th century, spices were coming on to the market in

Europe in commercial quantities from these plantations, and also from Singapore — a new

and enterprising colony founded by Sir Thomas Raffles. By the middle of the 19th century,

there was as much nutmeg and mace produced from these British colonies as there was from

Banda, the original nutmeg producer. Eventually, the Dutch found out that there were islands

off the coast of Africa, the Americas and plantations in Asia that were growing spices

                                                  
19 In 1803, the English restored Banda and the rest of the Moluccas to Dutch control.
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previously known to be found only in the Moluccas and Banda. To complicate even further

the question of where the Spice Islands might be located, the Dutch themselves started to

propagate the original Banda nutmeg stock on the island of Ambon in 1799. This was in part

because a hurricane, volcanic eruption, earthquake and tidal wave in 1798 devastated the

crops in Banda and reduced the supply to well below that which was regarded as optimal for

monopoly purposes (Hanna, 1991:95). But the damage had already been done by the British

and the French, as the nutmeg and clove trees were growing very well indeed outside the

Dutch territories.

Figure 10B. Painting of Thomas Raffles’ clove plantation, Singapore c. 1820.
Source: Dalby (2000).

By the 1790s, the VOC was nearly bankrupt, and the French and British plantations were

thriving far away from the forts and cannons of the Dutch. Any hope that the original Spice

Islands and their perkiniers in Banda could retain their former status was completely lost

when, in the mid-19th century, a new generation of Dutch and local planters began growing

spices in Celebes, Java and Sumatra (Hanna, 1991:95). The spice growers in Banda and the

North Moluccas were forced to acknowledge that no number of forts could protect them from

falling prices and competition from other “Spice Islands”.
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The term itself was developing its own value, and in some respects was becoming as valuable

as the spices themselves.  The words “Spice Islands” are unlike any other descriptors of place

because the title depends not on geography or national identity, but on competing colonial

interests. In one sense, there are the original Spice Islands from which the term is derived, but

there were other spice islands in diverse locations that can, and do, claim legitimacy for the

title from the colonial forces of the 18th and 19th centuries. In turn, the words “spice islands”

grew into a franchise/identity/logo, with other islands and commodities using the term in a

transnational, transglobal capacity. It is, however, unlike a franchise in that any profits or

royalties gained from the use of the term do not flow back to the Moluccas as the head office.

In fact, the opposite has been true ever since alternative spice islands began producing

nutmeg, mace and cloves.

The spices of nutmeg and mace were never an essential commodity like salt and pepper,

which were used as preservatives, but rather they were a fashion statement for the wealthy,

and the fashion for highly spiced foods was beginning to wane during the 18th century. By

the end of the 18th century, spices had lost their supremacy in terms of world trade and high

profit margins. Highly seasoned dishes no longer appealed to the wealthy in the same way

they had throughout the Middle Ages. New commodities were becoming available at the

same time that nutmeg, mace and cloves became readily affordable and ubiquitous. The

imaginations and the palates of the Europeans were being enticed by new imports such as

coffee, tea, chocolate and sugar, all of which were becoming desirable and sexy in the way

that spices once were. In short, the Western gaze had turned away from the Spice Islands, and

by the end of the 18th century few even cared where they were located.

The dissemination of the spice plants throughout colonial empires helps us understand the

reasons why many Europeans have vague ideas about the location of the Spice Islands. My

research through questionnaires in Australia, England and Holland suggests that these

historical circumstances are vaguely and unevenly understood, but that the exotic

connotations are still attached to the term “Spice Islands”. The descriptors and imagined

exotic settings are more tenacious, more consistently invoked in all manner of discourses and

popular cultures, and therefore in a way more real than the Moluccas are in their correct

geographic location. By the 19th century, the Spice Islands had become unique in the colonial

worlds in that they were both specific and generic at the same time.

Our understanding of the term, then, is subject to the vagaries of popular texts rather than a

sustained historical understanding. So at the same time we study location and facts, we study
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the more slippery business of the semiotic diasporic journeys of the title, which make the

Spice Islands unique. Images of this diaspora of the Spice Islands are not to be found

necessarily in painting, illustration, photograph or film; rather, they exist as a compost of

ideas, half-digested history lessons, national identities and imagined territories that are

conjured by the terms “island” and “spice” separately and together. These are varied, of

course, by the individual and collective memories of nations and communities, with each

generation perhaps understanding the histories of the spice trade a little less, as the descriptors

and connotations drifted across the colonial imaginations and into the Victorian era.

Figure 10C.  Alfred Russel Wallace, a composite portrait showing Ternate and Birds of
Paradise in book review of the life of Wallace.
Source: Bangkok Post, 3 February 2003.

By the 19th century, because of the diminished significance of the spices and their location

within the Dutch colonial empire, the Moluccas were of little commercial interest to the

British Empire. Their significance as a site for the exotic was, however, still of interest to

travellers, collectors and those engaged in what we now know as anthropological fieldwork.

The Spice Islands as a term had found its way into colonial empires for the French and

British, but the Moluccas were still on the opposite side of the globe to Europe, and were still

considered a site of significance in the search for exotic specimens of flora and fauna.
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The 19th century saw the emergence of travel books published for a wider audience than was

imagined, for example, by Rumphius. Wealthy travellers from Europe journeyed to the Spice

Islands and recorded their experiences for an expanding market of readers in European

society. Improvements in transport and communications opened up possibilities for

individuals to explore the region, and there was one individual in particular who found the

Spice Islands a site of inspiration, as Rumphius had previously: Alfred Russel Wallace.

It is difficult to assess the ways in which Wallace directly changed the image of the Spice

Islands. However, it is clear that the collections (particularly of exotic fauna) that he sent back

to England reinforced the idea that the Spice Islands were still a site of exotic creatures that

had evolved in quite particular ways. Wallace represents the continued fascination with the

Spice Islands as a site of significance for the exotic species that might still be discovered in

this most remote part of the globe. There was no need for the British to seek control of the

Moluccas any more as they had their own islands, so there was no colonial imperative driving

Wallace. The Spice Islands were an adventure and a site for discovery in a part of the world

that was still a mysterious place which teemed with all manner of life forms.

Alfred Russel Wallace spent some time in the Spice Islands collecting various specimens to

send back to England, and his research, amongst other things, led to the naming of a rare

species of Bird of Paradise. Wallace used his house in Ternate as a base for his expeditions

for a period of three years from 1858–1861, and his time there was productive in a significant

way, for it was on the island of Ternate that his theories relating to the origin of species were

conceived. This has not made the Spice Islands any more famous, but nonetheless his work is

part of the Spice Islands history. In The Malay Archipelago,19 Wallace writes:

To the ordinary Englishman this is perhaps the least known part of the globe. Our

possessions in it are few and scanty: scarcely any of our travellers go to explore it;

and in many collections of maps it is almost ignored, being divided between Asia and

the Pacific Islands. (Wallace, 1890:1)

In many ways, Wallace’s straightforward observations quoted above about the Moluccas and

the surrounding territories help explain the general ambivalence and lack of knowledge of the

region that has been inherited from the British attitudes of the 19th century. Wallace’s 19th

century perceptions of the Moluccas and surrounding territories still hold true in many

                                                  
19 The Malay Archipelago was first published in 1869. The edition that I quote from was published in 1890.
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respects today. It is also true that is more scientific observations relating to the origins of

species also hold a significant place in the Western imaginations, even if most general

knowledge of the ideas does not necessarily associate these theories with the Moluccas or

Spice Islands.

Figure 10D. View of Ternate harbour in the area of Wallace’s residence.
Source: C. Zuber.

When Wallace arrived in Ternate, he was formally greeted by the Sultan, but the real power

in Ternate was held by the Dutch resident, Mr Duvenboden (Severin, 1997:209). He helped

Wallace find a house, which remained his base for three years. It was in Ternate, the original

centre of the Moluccas, that Wallace wrote his  “ground-breaking essay on Evolution by

Natural Selection whilst recovering from fever” (Severin, 1997:211). Wallace’s time in the

Moluccas was significant for the development of the theory of natural selection. In this

obscure and remote location, his insights into what is now understood as the theory of natural

selection finally convinced Charles Darwin to publish his own work on the origin of species.

Wallace’s thoughts were put in a letter to Darwin, and these ideas and observations were

fundamental in confirming Darwin’s ideas about evolution and natural selection. The tiny

island of Ternate provided the inspiration for an idea that has become one of the most

influential and pervasive in Western ontologies. Some writers, Tim Severin amongst them,

believe Wallace’s work in the Spice Islands was more important than Darwin’s, even though

Darwin was to receive the lion’s share of recognition for the theory of evolution. As they

were for Rumphius two centuries earlier, the Spice Islands were a source of inspiration —
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however, not this time dedicated to the ‘Glory of God’, but to nature itself. Somewhat

surprisingly, though, Wallace makes no mention of the work of Rumphius in the Moluccas.

This suggests, if nothing else, that there was significant separation between English and

Dutch culture and research in the region by the middle of the 19th century.

The work of Wallace and its relationship to the theories regarding the evolution of species has

had a profound influence on western thought. However, the role of the Spice Islands, and in

particular the island of Ternate, is now known only to a few researchers, and there is no

marker of Wallace’s stay in Ternate.20  Few Westerners visit the island and, whilst there are

reminders of the Portuguese and the Dutch everywhere, the relationship to the English

researcher Wallace and the Spice Islands is of little contemporary significance. He was

working in the Spice Islands at a time when their significance as spice-producing islands had

been eclipsed by the evolution of other clove-producing islands. Although the Spice Islands

are not generally associated with the work of Wallace, the work undertaken by Wallace in the

Spice Islands has been of significance in a much broader context. In To The Spice Islands and

Beyond: Travels in Eastern Indonesia, George Miller (1996) notes the acknowledged

significance of Wallace’s work on the theory of natural selection.21

Figure 10E. Illustration from The Malay Archipelago. Orang Utang (left).
Birds of Paradise (right).
Source: Wallace (1869).

                                                  
20 There is no specific reference to Wallace’s house in guides to the region, and during my visit there I could find no one who
knew of its location.

21 Also of broader significance was his line of demarcation between Asia and Australian flora and fauna. now known as
Wallacae.
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Wallace placed his line to distinguish between the Malays to the west and the Papuans to the

east. The Malays he categorised as an “Asiatic race” and the Papuans, as a “Pacific race”

(Miller, 1996:119). Wallace saw the Moluccas as part of a transition zone between the flora

and fauna of Asia and that of Australia. Like Rumphius, Wallace collected many specimens

during his stay in the Moluccas, most of which were sent or brought back to England and

helped finance his studies, which continued until his death at the age of 90. The pictures in

Wallace’s book, though, do not function in the same way as those in Rumphius’s

publications, and are accompanying illustrations to his writings rather than detailed visual

notations.

What they do indicate, however, is the impact that photographic representations were having

on 19th century illustrations. From about the middle of the 19th century, engravings were

often made from photographs, and were intended to represent what the eye saw as closely as

possible. The images in Wallace’s work, although still engravings, were made as

photographic practices were having a profound impact in publishing during the 19th century.

Ethnographic and anthropological work was increasingly influenced by technological

developments in film and lenses. This was making cameras more portable and film speeds

much faster. In terms of representing the colonies, the camera was increasingly influential,

and it was typical by 1850 for steel engravings to be made from daguerrotypes.

Figure 10F.  Early photograph by Daguerre, “Shells and Fossils” (1839).
Source: Newhall (1980).
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One of the first photographs that Daguerre made was of “Shells and Fossils”, taken in 1839

(Newhall, 1980:19). It demonstated the potential for photographs to replace the engraving or

painting for  research purposes. The application of photographic techniques such as that

developed by Daguerre was to change the way that the Spice Islands (along with everything

else) were represented.  Subsequently, all studies of significance undertaken in the Spice

Islands after Wallace were influenced in some way by the rapid developments in photography

during the 19th century. It is nonetheless significant that these early photographs display

influences from an earlier epoch, and there is still a resemblance to the work of Rumphius in

the arrangement. It is more than likely to be a composition taken directly from a curiosity

cabinet.

Regardless of the reproduction techniques employed in The Malay Archipelago, Wallace’s

work shows that, even in the 19th century, the Spice Islands were still producing exotic

imagery — in particular, the Birds of Paradise. (Some of Wallace’s collection of birds are to

be found in the National Museum of Victoria in Melbourne.) The theory of natural selection

has had a profound effect on western intellectual traditions, and it took Wallace’s work in the

Spice Islands to bring Darwin’s work into the public arena. Despite the significance of

Wallace’s fevered thoughts in Ternate, there is no marker of his sojourn. The forts of the

Portuguese and the Dutch are marked on what few tourist brochures there are for the Maluku

province, but Wallace’s house and its significance receive no mention at all. The

achievements of this eminent Englishman are documented outside the Spice Islands, but not

within the islands themselves. What little presence the English might have had in the region is

now expunged.

We can see that the Dutch gave specific identities to the Spice Islands during the colonial

period, but that the English had little claim to ways in which the Spice Islands were imagined.

The most significant link was that with the pioneering and influential work of Wallace, but

even that was a somewhat tenuous link to the images of the Spice Islands. They  were no

longer necessarily the same as the group of islands where Wallace spent so much time. His

work provided particular reinforcements for the idea that the Spice Islands were a source for

the exotic, and his classifications of the various types of Birds of Paradise are a significant

example. Whilst a relatively small group of scientists would be able to identify the Moluccas

as a site of specific significance to the theories of evolution, most Westerners would still

maintain their vague impressions of the Spice Islands as somewhere hot, tropical and far

removed from the societies of Europe. This impression persisted until well into the 20th

century.



117

As we come to end of Part One we can see that the monopoly trade was protected by various

methods but, despite the fortifications established throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the

spice monopoly was never watertight. It was finally sunk not by the storming of forts, but by

the subversion of the system that the Dutch had established and by the smuggling of plants

from the islands. Significantly, for this thesis at least, this generated a diaspora of

connotations. The Spice Islands could exist elsewhere apart from the Moluccas. The term

“Spice Islands” and the Moluccas are no longer synonymous with each other. Nature and

culture had broken the monopoly that the Dutch had spent so much effort protecting and

maintaining. The Spice Islands were changed as a result of colonial endeavours and could

never be reclaimed as a geo-specific entitity located by latitude and longitude. The Spice

Islands had become fractured signs in the Western imaginations, and the Moluccas in the 19th

century were a curiosity for travellers and explorers such as Wallace from England’s green

and pleasant lands, but not a place where fortunes were to be made.



PART TWO

TH E S P IC E I S LA N D S  A S

A  F RA CTU RED  S I G N



C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

LOCATING THE SPICE ISLANDS WITHIN THE
TOURIST INDUSTRY

Newspapers and magazines have their say about where the Spice Islands are located, and this

produces some surprises.
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The ways in which images are produced and reproduced have changed significantly since

Wallace’s productive sojourn in the Spice Islands.  So has the idea of a unified identifiable

group of islands, and in Part Two I suggest that the Spice Islands are best understood as

fractured signs, which helps in reading the images contained in the exhibition. This first

chapter deals with the most ubiquitous representations of the Spice Islands that were to be

found in 1997 and 1998 in the popular press and on websites. The research contained within

this chapter informed the artwork that led to the canvases, particularly the Travel Brochure

(figure 2I) which directly mimics the textual and visual languages used in the popular tourism

brochures and travel writing. The writing here uses the methodologies of Cultural Studies,

which are fundamental to the analysis of popular culture, but the artwork in the exhibition

develops these textual approaches in combination with the post modern tropes of parody and

pastiche. Therefore the chapters in Part Two were a necessary precursor to the development

of canvases in the exhibition.

Popular texts suggest that the islands exist in warm seas with tropical breezes and are spiced

with exotic odours that contain hints of sex, violence and a brutal colonial past.  Where they

are located, though, appears to depend upon various commercial interests as much as it does

historical facts.  In the next two chapters, I focus on popular representation of the Spice

Islands.  From key word searches one of the most significant shifts in representations has

taken place because of the development of tourism as a 20th century industry. The Spice

Islands have become part of the tourism economy as much for their connotations as for the

actual destinations. One of the most popular and widely publicised Spice Island tours is

aboard the Bali Seadancer, an experience described in articles such as the ‘Enticing Spice

Islands Delight’ (Wynnum Herald, March 1998). As this newspaper is part of News Limited’s

empire, the same story is likely to be syndicated and appear in many urban and suburban

publications. In this respect, it forms part of a significant network of the travel-writing scene.

The author is Bill Hunter, who writes:

Our cruise included visits to three islands to the east of Bali, Sumbawa, Komodo and

Lombok. The first of these, Sumbawa, was intended to show something of traditional

Spice Island culture. The houses were simple indeed. No refrigerators, cookers or TV

to be found here.

And, although he does not say as much, there are no spices either. However, there is mention

of buffalo races, rice paddies, komodo dragons and Kuta Beach in Bali. The furthest island

the Seadancer ventures to is still over a thousand kilometres from the Bandas, and perhaps as
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much again to Ternate and Tidore. Without a trace of irony, the text elides any references to

the spice trade.

Figure 11A. Travel article combines Komodo Dragon with Spice Islands.
Source: Wynnum Herald, 15 March 1998, p. 12.

Hunter is not the only writer to perform the same conjuring trick on behalf of P&O Cruises.

Nearly all the articles I surveyed were similar in content, focusing on Bali, Lombok and

Komodo. They emanate from an established trade in free travel for journalists who know

what is expected of them. The journalists know better than to imagine they are free to ask

questions about why the Spice Islands have been quietly relocated to a more convenient

tourist mecca — assuming, of course, that such questions occurred to them. The stories are

simply marketing a commodity, and selling the tours takes precedence over historical

research. Here again the signifiers are not anchored to the geographical location, but rather to

the existing travel destinations and itineraries. As tourism becomes a major trade, then so is

the spice trade invoked and imbricated in promotional discourses where it is perceived to add

value — to make the product more desirable, and more exotic.

There were very few attempts in the articles that I surveyed (nineteen in 1997) to

acknowledge the Spice Islands in any particular historiography. All of the articles included

Bali, which was the most common departure point for the Spice Islands, and which serves

effectively to imbricate the myths of the Balinese lifestyle with the exotic connotations of the

Spice Islands. In 1997, I surveyed only one article that indicated a more complex relationship

between Bali and the Spice Islands. In an article in the Dominion (24 June 1997), Jim

Hewitson says: “Early records show Dutch sailors, trading in the legendary Spice Islands,

often jumped ship to remain in Bali.” Although he does not cite any sources, there is at least a

reference to history, an attempt to contextualise Bali and the Spice Islands. Regardless of the

small attempts to individualise the writing, most of the articles surveyed related to the
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promotion of P&O Cruises, and the journalists were clearly dependent on the company for its

hospitality. It is, then, not surprising that details of history and geography are not allowed to

get in the way of a good holiday, and in 1997 where better to embark upon a good holiday

than Bali? Other tour operators make use of the Spice Islands in differing ways. In the Travel

Trade Gazette (UK and Ireland), (23 June 1997), Miller Freeman focuses on the educational

nature of the cruises offered by Swann Hellenic and Voyages of Discovery (the winter

programs were reported as selling heavily on the Spice Islands, Borneo and India itineraries).

Figure 11B. Illustration showing locational convenience of destinations.
Source: Freeman (1997).

So here the Spice Islands exist in a somewhat different paradigm. The managing director,

Rupert Morley, is quoted as saying that:

Passengers are interested in academic led, in depth exploration, but they also have

lectures on board that cover arts, natural history and contemporary issues, which have

gone down very well.

The tone of the article suggests that the tour operators have captured a new market without

sacrificing the existing clientele. The lectures often use well-known personalities, and the use

of respected experts and celebrities becomes part of the marketing strategy. Similarly,

Cunard, one the best-known cruise ship operators, offered a Millennium Package with

destinations that included — and here it is worth quoting exactly:
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Pulau Neira, Bau Bau, Polopa and Tanjung Mas in the Spice Islands: Genoa, Italy;

Limon, Costa Rica; Mayrean in the Grenadines; Madagascar and Mauritius. (ASAHI

Evening News, 19 June 1997)

Of the destinations in the Spice Islands, only Pulau Neira (in the Bandas) suggests a real

connection to the spice trade. Banda Neira, the capital of the Bandas located on the island of

Neira (pulau is the Indonesian word for island), does have deep-water anchorage, and it may

well be the attributes of the harbour and adjacent tourist facilities that have determined the

destinations in this tour. It does, however, rather interestingly draw together (at least in the

descriptor) Europe with the East and West Indies. Of all the cruises available, the only

company to identify the Spice Islands accurately in its promotional material was Discovery

Ecotours (Figure 11C).  Amongst the tours they offered, it was possible to visit Ternate and

the Bandas.  Their descriptions of the Spice Islands themselves contain information such as:

Specks in the world’s oceans, the tiny Banda archipelago and the islands of Ternate

and Tidore were the source of every nutmeg and clove to flavour every meal in the

castles of Europe. Not only were the spices coveted to make badly preserved meat

palatable but also as medicines and ingredients in magic potions.

Figure 11C. “Rediscover the Spice Islands: a Program of Eco-tours by Ship in the Eastern
Indonesian Archipelago”.
Source: Discovery Ecotours 1995 Tour Guide, pp. 10–20.
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This information is found in a well-presented but modestly printed brochure that uses only

black ink on white paper (see Figure 11C). The brochure appears to target an audience that

seeks an environmentally sensitive educational adventure. The tours are essentially concerned

with the regions of eastern Indonesia and Australia, and the numbers are limited so that the

Spice Islands tour, for example, will take just twenty people. The itinerary for tours are

subject to change but based on a conversation with the director (Penny Van Oosterzee,

January 1998), the 1998 trip to the Spice Islands was to be based on Wallace’s journeys, and

to be undertaken with the support of Harvard University.

These specialist tours are, however, not for backpackers on a budget, as a typical tour

departing from Darwin costs around $1000 for the airfare and another $3000 for the ten-day

itinerary. These trips, taken on small, well-equipped boats, represent the elite section of the

tourist industry. Discovery Ecotours takes its educational holiday experience to the forefront

of its promotional activities, and the Spice Islands are represented within a historical,

anthropological and ecological framework. These unique characteristics have led to awards

within the tourist industry at the national level, and also in the Northern Territory Tourism

industry, where the company won the Brolga Award in 1992 and 1993.

There was only one other article surveyed that located the Spice Islands within the Moluccas

and this was written by Tim Severin, an author well known for his recreation of historic

voyages. It is a piece of journalism indirectly related to his recent voyage, and in it Severin is

asked for his ideal day, a fantasy of world travel, and his dream starts with breakfast in

Banda:

Banda is the sort of tranquil tropical idyll that creative directors in advertising

agencies try to make us imagine exist as the backdrops for cold drinks and sticky

sweet bars. (Sunday Telegraph, 2 November 1997)

Severin goes on to say that his start to the ideal day would consist of fresh papaya and mango

eaten by the harbour in Bandaneira whilst looking through the clear waters at the fish below.

It is significant that even Severin, who is quite familiar with the history of the Spice Islands,

invokes stereotypical desires of the Western imagination in his introduction to the Bandas at

the beginning of the article. Mythologies of commodification and desire are both invoked in

his opening paragraphs as the Bandas are elevated to a significant status as the most desirable

destination for breakfast in the world. The whole day involves imagined selections from
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anywhere in the world, so lunch for example is in the Ardennes and dinner is by the

Bosphorus. Even though Tim Severin is not connected to tours or obvious commercial

interests as journalists are for the P&O Cruises, he has identified the Bandas as a setting for

the contemporary myths of advertisers. To him, they are islands of pleasure and tranquillity.

The Spice Islands are located within the context of advertising as signifiers of desire that are

related directly to the imaginations of travellers and sedentary consumers alike. The Spice

Islands function yet again as islands suitable for Western dreaming. It is through his status as

a film-maker, traveller and historian that Tim Severin is able to attract media attention, and it

is this personality-driven journalism that enables his opinions on the world’s best locations to

find media space. One of the most pervasive contemporary pleasures is finding remote islands

far away from noise, pollution, traffic lights, mortgages and other signifiers of work in cities.

The appeal of the Bandas is broad, and there are few Westerners who would deny that the

appeal of remote tropical islands is not for them. Researchers such as Professor Anthony Reid

are not immune to the pleasure of imagining themselves on location in idyllic circumstances.

Tropical islands are for the rich and poor alike, at least in our imaginations. Regardless of

particular knowledges that Tim Severin and Anthony Reid might have,22 the Banda Islands

are attractive islands that are considered desirable locations. The beauty of the Banda Islands

is very real for those that have visited them. The appeal of tropical islands in warm clear seas

is powerful and perhaps classless in our society.

In the tourism industry, the Spice Islands can sometimes be located as specific islands, but

they can also function as a kind of moveable feast for tourists. The commodification of travel

has changed the nature of the Spice Islands so that the term no longer always reflects colonial

history or national interests, but rather the interests of corporations and companies seeking

profit from the experience of travel. There is a relationship, at times, to geographic location,

but at others there is no demonstrated responsibility to adhere to how the Spice Islands are

defined in atlases or history books. Now they can be moved around the globe to suit cruise

ships and ports so that they can be marketed and packaged in various ways to suit particular

markets. The itineraries discussed here are not necessarily fixed for long time, nor are they

fixed by place.  They are, however, predicated upon profit for the operators and suitable

commercial arrangements with nations such as Indonesia. In summary, the Spice Islands as a

                                                  
22 Professor Antony Reid said in conversation with me that he couldn’t think of a nicer destination for research than  the Banda
Islands.
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term acts as an agent for pleasure in the economic market of the 20th century, not as a source

of spices grown for profit (wherever that is in the world), as we saw in Part One.
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So far at least, all the articles discussed have a common assumption that the location of the

Spice Islands is somewhere in the East. In these reviews of contemporary tourist ventures,

there is an assumption that the original Spice Islands are situated in the Indonesian

archipelago, but the Tourist Board of Zanzibar would argue otherwise:

Two decaying turn-of-the-century buildings that once housed the hub of the Indian

Ocean’s telegraph system, the explorer David Livingstone, the British Consulate and

Chinese doctors, were this weekend reborn as luxury accommodations that rediscover

and revive the many-layered cultural heritage of the Spice Islands’ adventurous past.

(PRNewswire, 9 March 1997)

Figure 11D, ‘Zanzibar’
Source: New Woman, June 1997.

In another article, written for a travel brochure, there is a feature story about Zanzibar called

‘Spice and Easy’ (Weir, 2001:18). In the article, the author talks about the many spice tours

on offer, including trips round the ruins of a palace by the sea, and meanderings in the streets

of Zanzibar with an “all pervading, heavy aroma of spices hanging over the Stone Town”. It

is perhaps easy for readers to recognise Zanzibar as a spice island, as it did become an
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important contributor to the spice trade during the 19th century. It also has the descriptors that

were attached to the Moluccas prior to Zanzibar’s claim to be the “quintessential spice

island”. Zanzibar markets itself within European and North American tourist discourses more

effectively than the Banda Islands are able to do, and it has entered the tourism industry more

efficiently than the Indonesian agencies are able to. The Bandas have at least some profile,

mainly through the ambitions of Des Alwi. Ternate and Tidore, though, have almost no

tourism industry at all at an international level, and very little at a regional level either.

The article legitimises Zanzibar as a spice island with information about its significant

involvement in the history of Africa and Europe. Details are given of the financial backing,

which is supporting the refurbishment of buildings and the promotion of Zanzibar as a

sophisticated tourist destination. There is, for example, mention of the ecologically sound

principles established at the Serena Inn. This development and others are supported at least in

part by the Aga Kahn Fund, and millions of dollars have been spent on upgrading tourist

facilities, sites of interest and the promotion of Zanzibar. As is the case for most travel

journalism, articles that appear in magazines do so as a direct result of particular promotions.

One example of this is to be found in the News Limited-owned magazine New Woman (June

1997). The article is simply entitled “Zanzibar” and opens with a line that suggests Zanzibar

“resonates in the imagination, a fantasy land of tall tales and true”. The article reiterates the

proposition that the Spice Islands exist more in the imagination than in historical and

geographic specificity. It is, according to the article, “an exotic and sensuous place with a

dark history of smugglers, slave and spice trading, ivory markets, harems, pirates”. The article

also reveals its direct link to the promotional activities of Zanzibar:

Many of the old buildings in Stone Town have until recently been in a dilapidated

state. The government realised their tourist potential, so restoration is now under way

with support from the UN and other agencies. The Aga Kahn is also pouring in

millions of dollars to restore some of the historic buildings like the old dispensary in

Mizigini. (New Woman, June 1997)

It is also reasonable to assume that the flights and accommodation for journalists are part of

the promotional budget, particularly for those who are connected to the large publishing

empires, and News Limited would certainly qualify as one of those. This means greater

opportunities for the syndication of articles, which indeed may benefit both the publishers and

the Tourist Promotion Services of Zanzibar, the chairman of which is none other than the
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brother of the Aga Kahn. The article connects Zanzibar to the spice trade towards the end

when it suggests that:

A spice tour is a good way to drag yourself out of Stone Town and head for the old

plantations where they grow cloves, cardamom, cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, henna and

vines of black pepper. In the 19th century, Zanzibar supplied four-fifths of the

world’s cloves on the sweat of slave labour. (New Woman, June 1997)

This article again exemplifies the way that the promotion of tourist destinations often

determines the content of the travel magazines in the popular press. There are many writers

wanting to see their stories in magazines, but those that are most likely to be published are

those connected in some way to both promotional strategies and the large publishing

companies.  Even if the articles maintain the appearance of independence, they usually form

part of editorial and advertising strategies developed by the publishers. As long as tour

operators pay airfares and provide free accommodation to writers, then the “Spice Islands”

exist where they want them to — in this case, Zanzibar. As we can see, this mutability has

long been part of the Spice Islands story, perhaps more so than any other community, country

or land. In popular culture, the Spice Islands can be imagined — with the aid of commercial

tourism enterprises — as existing almost anywhere that is warm, a long way from Europe,

and part of a trade that is pre-colonial or colonial by association.



CH A P T ER TW ELV E

SPICE ISLANDS IN CYBERSPACE
In which looking for the Spice Islands on the internet produces some

strange combinations of signs.
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The canvas that directly relates to this chapter is the Spice Girl canvas. The inspiration for

this was the superficial way that certain websites and advertisements deal with information.

This chapter gives examples of how the popularity of the Spice Girls at the time affected what

I produced as artwork for the exhibition. Now interest in the Spice Girls has almost

disappeared, but in 1997, when I first starting sketching out ideas for the exhibition, there

was considerable media attention directed at the Spice Girls, and my artwork functioned as

yet another layering of commentary on their popularity.

 Increasingly, the World Wide Web is used as a source of information, and as such it is

recognised as a significant site of general knowledge as well as a potentially useful new

research tool. Certainly the research here was significant in framing the development of the

canvases in the exhibition, but I also wanted to suggest in these chapters that website

searches and newspaper articles continually refer to other current popular media discourses.

This has the effect of regenerating myths of the Spice Islands with ever changing sets of

connotations and points of reference.

An example of the emerging media crossovers is the magazine Australian Net Directory. In

the Winter 1997 edition, there is a review of the Spice Islands Home Page, which is located

within the “Adventure and Explorers” section. The review is about 100 words long, and

includes two images from the website, for which the sources are unacknowledged and are not

specifically and unambiguously related to the review. A cursory glance does not relate the

images to the Spice Islands website with any certainty, as can be seen from the illustration of

the page layout (Figure 12A).
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Figure 12A. Spice Islands as a website.
Source: Bersten (1997).

The two photographs chosen are of the Kora Kora canoe races, and a flute player.  The first

photograph is captioned “Hard work” and the second “What a charmer”, neither of which

signifies much of the Spice Islands to the casual surfer, but particularly so when the caption of

the costumed flute player suggests there is a relationship between the image and snake

charming, and therefore a relationship between snake charmers and the Spice Islands. In

terms of historical facts, anecdotes or myths, nothing that I have researched connects snake

charming to the Spice Islands. The flute player would have been part of a cakelele ceremony.

In this magazine the discrepancy between the illustration and the information contained in the

website is even greater than that found in the articles mentioned in the previous chapter.

Popular culture is endlessly shifting, and so this magazine may have a limited shelf life, but

the ambivalence in locating the Spice Islands seems destined to be perpetuated yet again —

this time in cyberspace.
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The Spice Islands web page review, and indeed the site itself, could be understood in

contemporary theoretical terms as yet another example of the “promiscuity of the intertext”,

to use Dick Hebdige’s descriptor of the postmodern condition. He also acknowledges

Baudrillard’s ideas when he suggests “we are left in a world of radically empty signifiers. No

meaning. No classes. No history, just a ceaseless procession of simulacra.” (Hebdige,

1988:164) He might well have been referring to this magazine, which provides the reader

with an endless parade of images that add flavour to the body copy without elucidation,

veracity or clarification.

The review is easily dismissed as merely another item of popular journalism if the

reader/surfer is concerned with a search for information and insightful comments into the

historical, anthropological and ideological circumstances surrounding the history of the Spice

Islands. However, if it is read within the context of contemporary approaches to popular

culture, it may be read as symptom of the flat world of post-modernism where meanings skim

across the surface of a flat planet and signifiers signify next to nothing, anchored only to their

signs by a tenuous matrix of images: the simulacra of Baudrillard’s world. Is this the post-

industrial world in which myths coalesce with rapidity around certain temporal phenomena,

such as the Spice Girls?

The first line of copy under the title and the home page address starts thus: “no, this is not the

home page for the Spice Girls. It’s a school project.” The article closes with a verdict:

“Makes an interesting read, although sexy dancing girls wouldn’t hurt.” The website that is

being reviewed was constructed by Tim Severin, and is related directly to his Spice Islands

voyage and related educational projects, but the references by the reviewer  are to the Spice

Girls, who at the time the review was written were achieving wide popularity in the United

Kingdom and elsewhere in the world.

In the imagination of the copywriter, sitting in an office, thinking perhaps about his target

audience of teenage boys who buy computer magazines, such references to the Spice Girls are

indeed more relevant than spending time on the subject of the website itself. At least the

whereabouts of the Spice Girls are constantly monitored, whereas the location of the Spice

Islands in England in 1997 was at best extremely vague. If anywhere, the Spice Islands might

be, in the teenager’s imagination, close to Bali, the site chosen for the Spice Girls to shoot

promotional material.
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Even if the Spice Girls, as a popular culture phenomena, were relatively short-lived, they have

continued to perpetuate residual connotations of sex and spice. This is achieved whilst doing

nothing to clarify the geographic or historical location of the Spice Islands as anything more

than a destination for mildly exotic desires. It is a place that is warm, sunny and far away

from bad weather and the plain food of England (where the magazine is published). The Spice

Islands may have shifted even closer to the realm of fiction as many perceive the Spice Girls

themselves to be a media and marketing construction: rather more fiction than fact. One such

marketing construction was a competition in Queensland’s Sunday Mail   (19 March 1998,

p. 36) to win a trip for two Bali, where:

Our spiced out pair will then spend two days snorkelling and parasailing on a private

beach with the band members before enjoying a Balinese feast on Lembogan Island.

This combination of Bali and spice is not confined to the Spice Girls, but is part of a wider

tourism discourse. The demise of the Spice Girls will no doubt mean that new ways to market

commodities are developed. As the Spice Islands are now in some respects just a commodity

like the Spice Girls themselves, they have a limited shelf life in the context of magazines such

as the Web Directory.

Figure 12B. Spice Islands = Spice Girls.
Source: Sunday Mail, 6 June 1998.
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The Spice Islands may be associated with komodo dragons as easily as Spice Girls, but these

associations may change according to commercial interests and what is true of the research in

1997–98 may not be so in years to come.

Whilst these websites were not the only ones visited in the course of this research, they were

included because cursory glances and casual reading bring information such as this into the

imaginations of the general reading public. This general knowledge, as it might be referred to,

is part of the composition of elements that constitutes the information/misinformation about

the Spice Islands that perpetuates in the media, whatever form it takes. What is of relevance

here is not the search for truth, but finding how many and varied signifying practices there are

washing against the shores of the Spice Islands.



CH A P T ER TH I RTE EN

MUSEUMS
In which the author visits museums in Bandaneira, Ambon and Utrecht.
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Because my exhibition was informed by what takes place in other exhibition spaces, this

chapter examines the ways in which other displays constitute and reconstitute images of the

Spice Islands. The analysis of the following key exhibition spaces helps inform the ways in

which my exhibition was constructed.  This chapter is also relevant to all the elements in my

exhibition because these museums and exhibits were the sources of key images. Visiting these

sites and taking photographs was crucial for my research and provided the exhibition with

images that could not have been obtained in any other way.

This chapter seeks out ways in which images and representations of the Spice Islands have

been collected, curated and displayed in a stable, formal context. This is in comparison to the

websites, newspapers and other media associated with the more ephemeral media of popular

culture. Museums in European society exist within historical and cultural settings that ensure,

to varying degrees, their relevance to audiences, and to the objectives of the displays and

curatorial themes. However, the museums and historical venues that I visited in the Moluccas

did not function in the manner to which Western visitors are accustomed. Without implying

that these museums are inferior to those in Europe, I want to briefly describe my experience

in Banda, Hila and Ambon before concentrating on the Moluccan History Museum in Utrecht,

Holland.

In the Moluccas, I had expected to be able to find more information on the historical aspects

of the Spice Islands in the Spice Islands themselves. Instead I found out how the support for

museums in the Moluccas was almost non-existent. There was a museum in Bandaneira that

was almost impossible to find for most tourists and visitors, as there was no signage to

indicate that it was actually a museum. It required the advice of Des Alwi, and some patience

to find the curator/operator/guardian in order for the museum to be opened. As far as I could

ascertain, I was the only westerner to visit the museum that week. My  record of the visit is a

postcard that was used in my exhibition and a photograph of one of the exhibits (Figure 13A).
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Figure 13A  Bandaneira Museum cameo — two soldiers draw one bayonet.
Source: C. Zuber.

In Hila, I visited the museum/fort where Rumphius had lived, and again I was the only visitor.

Before the Portuguese and Dutch built their fortifications, Hila was one of the major trading

entrepots for spices. Trade with the Chinese, Makassans and others from the region was well

established before the Portuguese entered these waters.  When I visited, it was a relatively

isolated village by the sea, which received few visitors, and there was little information about

Rumphius available there.

The photograph in Figure 13B shows where Rumphius worked on his books. Originally a fort

built by the Portuguese, it was subsequently taken over by the Dutch. The fortress overlooked

the sheltered waters of Hila, which was one of the main sites of trade in spices prior to the

establishment of Ambon as the centre of the spice trade. Ambon is on the opposite side of the

island (also called Ambon) to Hila.
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Figure 13B. View of fortress at Hila, Ambon Island.
Source: C. Zuber.

Figure 13C. Hila’s fortress and view from Rumphius’s workplace.
Source: C. Zuber.

The Siwalima Musuem in Ambon was at least open when I visited, although I was the only

visitor. Visiting the museum was clearly not a major pastime of the Ambonese, and with few

tourists in Ambon, the museum had a somewhat stale, moribund atmosphere. The smell of

cloves permeated the rooms and gave it an odour unlike any other museum I have visited.

Originally established within a colonial paradigm, the museum’s relevance for Indonesia was

diminished. It appeared that the lack of financial support and diminished knowledge of how

museums might adapt and change had given the museum a mausoleum-like quality.

Notwithstanding the physical appearance of the exhibits and buildings, the staff were friendly

and pleased to see a visitor.
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The souvenirs on offer primarily consisted of ships constructed entirely of cloves. Their

somewhat kitsch appearance had a certain aesthetic charm and the odour was powerful and

distinctive, but they would have been a poor choice to bring back through Australian customs

with its stringent restrictions on foodstuffs.  Whilst the museum recognises that the

association with spices is a potential component in marketing the products and souvenirs of

the museum, they were, for Western visitors, useless. This contrasts with Hawaii, for

example, which provides an endless source of souvenirs of all descriptions that may be

brought home easily by the visitor. These images perpetuate and play with images of Hawaii

to ensure the continued commodification of Hawaii as a desirable tropical, fun but safe

destination for almost any nationality. In the Siwalima museum, however, there were no

t-shirts, and very little that might reinforce, challenge, perpetuate or play with the Spice

Islands images in our consumer society. There were a few T-shirts in the markets in Ambon

that had early Dutch maps on them, but not in the museum. The Siwalima museum was not a

site of conspicuous commodification as many museums in the Western world are today.

Figure 13D. clove ship in Siwalima Museum in Ambon
Source: C. Zuber.

The most interesting displays were the (dimly) illuminated cabinets representing the clove

plantations. The emptiness of the museum and the old displays told the story of the decline of

the spice trade in Ambon without any need for didactic panels. A visit to the museum also

provided the visitor with a reminder of the Japanese occupation in World War II.
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Figure 13E. Siwalima Museum, Ambon, displays on spice plantations.
Source: C. Zuber.

In 1942, the Japanese launched a series of attacks on the Dutch East Indies, and it was not

long before Ambon was in their control. Even now in Ambon there is evidence of the

Japanese fortifications that were built in 1942. On the drive to the Siwalima Museum in

Ambon, I saw aJapanese cannon shelter set in the hillside. The Moluccans were asked by the

new colonising forces to imagine themselves as a part of “Asia for the Asians” as the

Japanese put it, but they still stood alongside the Dutch against the Japanese forces. Along

with the Dutch, the Moluccans experienced real hardship during the Japanese occupation.

Their resistance was at odds with Sukarno and other nationalist leaders from Java and

Sumatra who preferred the Japanese (as the lesser of two evils) to their old colonial masters,

the Dutch.

The war caused many problems for the Moluccans who had never imagined themselves as

part of Holland or Java, and now certainly did not see themselves as part of Japan. In 1945 the

war came to a sudden end when Japan was bombed by the Americans, but there were many

complex forces at play in the region that would still affect the Moluccas.  It was a chaotic

period according to Smeets, with many conflicting interests, the main ones between the newly

formed Republic  of Indonesia and the Dutch who wanted to retain their long-standing

colonial interests and territories (Smeets, 1992:23). Notwithstanding these tensions, many

Moluccans had long harboured hopes for independence from the hegemonic forces of both

Jakarta and Holland. Sukarno, however, had a vision of a united republic and was determined

that the problematic regions of Aceh and the Moluccas should be embraced by the new

republic, guided by the concept of Pancasila (Knight, 2000:133).
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Nations must have an imagined political community to which they understand themselves as

belonging, and there needs to be a sense of comradeship which transcends inequalities and

differences which exist in reality (Anderson, 1991:7). Language and geographic relationships

may form the basis for national identification, but in the case of Indonesia it was the control

established by the Dutch and their relationships to other colonial forces such as the British

that determined the boundaries of the Republic of Indonesia. Rather than return to pre-

colonial formations, the nation state was conceived within the shell of the Dutch East Indies,

and the Moluccas were at the periphery, but definitely part of, this newly emerging model of a

nation state.

The few years following the end of the World War II led to instability throughout the region

as the Dutch still retained control of parts of their previous empire. The Moluccans still had a

strong presence in the Dutch armies, and many fought against the Republic of Indonesia and

chose to stay in the army whilst still holding on to hopes for independence. Autonomy was

preferred over the perceived Javanese-controlled Republican movement that they felt would

harm their cause for independence. International forums were now focusing on the ways in

which Indonesia might become independent of Dutch colonial forces, and the newly formed

United Nations made it clear to the Dutch that they should relinquish control over their

colonial territories. Quite how the Republic of Indonesia was to be formed was still under

discussion, even when the Dutch had finally agreed — mainly under pressure from the United

States of America — that they would no longer have control over the region.

Just as the United Nations saw the necessity for the formation of Indonesia, so the Moluccans

saw the need to push for independence from both Holland and Jakarta. In 1950 Republik

Maluku Selatan was formed with Manuhutu as the new president, with the aim of establishing

independence from the Indonesian Republic (Smeets, 1992:18). In armed struggle, the

Indonesian Republican forces overwhelmed the Moluccans and the Dutch were unable to

support the independence movement, mainly because of international pressures. The Spice

Islands now had no option but to become part of the Republic of Indonesia.

Subsequently, the region officially became known as Maluku in Indonesian publications and

was divided into three regions: North Maluku includes the original Moluccan islands of

Ternate and Tidore; Central Maluku includes Ambon, Ceram and the Bandas; and South East

Maluku includes the islands to the east of Timor, including Leti, Babar, Tanimbar, Kai and

Aru. These latter islands are still home to the Bandanese who fled there in the 17th century to
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escape from the Dutch. Ambon still retains its status as the capital of the Maluku Province,

and hence the most appropriate site for a Museum of the Spice Islands. However, a more

significant collection of images of the Spice Islands is to be found not in Ambon but in the

Netherlands.

In Utrecht, there is a museum dedicated to the Moluccans, and it is an important site for

information about the Moluccas, as well as providing a focus for the Moluccans themselves in

Holland. A key issue in representing any historical circumstance is to acknowledge that it is

people as much as geographic locations who make histories. The Moluccan History Museum

was set up by the Moluccans for the Moluccans with funding from the Dutch government,

and functions as a centre for Moluccan culture. In many respects, it is an island of Moluccan

culture in a sea of European values. Before detailing the representations of the Spice Islands

by the Spice Islanders themselves, I want to provide an overview of the circumstances leading

to the formation of the museum, and its most significant collection of imagery of the

Moluccas. This is important for understanding that the funds for establishing the Museum

came about as a direct result of political action by the Spice Islanders in Holland. The

historical circumstances leading to the activism are also the subject of many of the exhibits in

the museum, which in turn gives yet another set of images of the Spice Islands in the 20th

century.

The main exodus from the Spice Islands, or Moluccas, occurred as a result of World War II

and subsequent problems in the establishment of Indonesia. It could be argued that the Spice

Islands have been moved yet again, this time to Holland where the Moluccan community has

been forced to find a new home. In this new country, other sets of representations can be

found in the histories, memories, imaginations and culture(s) of the expatriate Moluccans

living in the Netherlands. The Moluccan Institute was formally established in 1990, and it

functions as a repository of past colonial histories, an affirmation of the validity of the

Moluccans’ struggles for autonomy, and a way for the Moluccans to have a positive role in

Dutch society.  The Moluccan Institute has concentrated the history of the Moluccas and,

more than any other single institution, has an important role in documenting the history of the

Spice Islands.



140

In common with other colonised communities, the Moluccans never fully identified with the

coloniser, and resistance to the Dutch for over 300 years is acknowledged both in the

colonised and the coloniser’s histories. Ever since the arrival of the Portuguese in Ternate in

the 16th century, resistance has been a part of the pride of being Moluccan. The last

Moluccan uprising against the Dutch was by Pattimura at Saparua in 1817, and to the

Moluccans Pattimura is an important symbol of resistance. Statues and street names in

Ambon and elsewhere remind the Moluccans of his heroism against the Dutch. Despite the

Moluccans’ continued pride in their resistance against the colonial forces, by the 20th century

many were dependent, either directly or indirectly, on the Dutch for employment as, for

example, teachers, clerks or soldiers.  By the time World War II broke out, there were many

Moluccans in the Dutch Colonial Army (KNIL), and a high proportion of these were

Christians from Ambon. The struggle for independence had created a complex situation for

many Moluccan servicemen who had fought in the Dutch army against the Japanese and were

still on its payroll. They did not want to return to the Moluccas under Javanese rule. As

Sukarno had preferred the Japanese occupation over the Dutch, Holland had little choice but

to look after its troops from the Moluccas. It agreed to take charge of 12,500 Moluccans as a

temporary measure until the relationships between the newly formed Republic and the

Moluccans had been clarified. The Moluccan troops in the eyes of the Dutch forces were

brave and loyal soldiers, and there was a sense of indebtedness to them. However, the

Indonesian Republican movement had no intention of letting the Moluccans break away.

Tensions remained between those who wanted independence and those in Jakarta who sought

to keep the Moluccas as part of Indonesia, the new nation state with international

respectability in a postwar, post-colonial environment.

Still, the Moluccans in Holland kept hoping for independence and their dreams were kept

alive by the guerilla fighters of the RMS in the jungles of Ceram, who it was hoped would

one day win back control of Ambon and allow them to return to an independent Moluccan

Republic. Meanwhile, in Holland, the Moluccans were demobilised from the Dutch army:

“Now they became unemployed in an alien environment on the other side of the world.”

(Smeets, 1991:28)  Tensions continued, and they were forced to find work, and homes outside

their barracks. The Moluccans in the Netherlands fought against discharge from the military,

and also against policies aimed at integration, but they always hoped for a return to their

homeland. They were unhappy about their alien status, for they had become neither soldiers

nor Dutch citizens. Sukarno had never wanted the Moluccan forces to stay mobilized, whether

they were in Maluku or in the Netherlands. Potentially they were still a threat against his own

forces, and against the unity of Indonesia as a united Republic.
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Increasingly, power in the new internationally recognised nation-state of Indonesia was

slipping into the hands of President Sukarno under his alternative to the Western style

representative democracy (Knight, 2000:139). This alternative was formally announced in

1957 as “Guided Democracy” which was, according to Sukarno, better suited to the needs of

Indonesian people. There were, however, significant divisions within the cabinet and National

Council, in particular between the Indonesian Communist Party and the military. Suharto

replaced Sukarno in the coup of 1966, and the Moluccan cause for independence was made

even more difficult. Suharto set about the systematic removal of threats to his government,

and one of those threats was Dr Soumokil, president of the RMS movement. Although he had

been sentenced to death in 1964, it was Suharto and his military regime that bound his hands

and pulled the trigger some two years after his arrest.

Figure 13F. The death of Soumokil.
Source: Smeets (1992).
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Immediately after the leader of the movement for an independent Moluccas was executed, his

wife came to the Netherlands where a form of government in exile had been established. The

execution of Soumokil was only one act of repression by Suharto in his ambitions for control

in Indonesia, but it was a significant act for the exiled Moluccans, and it triggered a reaction

across the other side of the world that was to bring the Spice Islands and its people into the

news headlines. New images of Spice Islanders were about to emerge.

On the night Soumokil’s widow arrived in Holland, enraged and frustrated Moluccan youths

set fire to the Indonesian embassy in The Hague (Smeets, 1992). This was the first act by the

Moluccans that demonstrated their frustration with the situation they had found themselves in.

Resentment was growing in the Moluccan community against not only Indonesia, but also the

Dutch government, and various forms of protest were attempted in an attempt to bring the

plight of the Moluccans to the world stage.

Figure 13G. Moluccans hijack a train.
Source:  Moluccan History Museum, Utrecht. Photograph: C. Zuber.

Trains were hijacked in Holland, and both Moluccans and Dutch died in the cause for a free

republic of the South Moluccas. According to Smeets (1992), Palestinian actions had inspired

Moluccan youths in the first hijacking in 1975, and almost simultaneously the Indonesian

consulate was occupied.  The whole of the Netherlands knew about the Moluccas as the

hostage drama continued with the death of three Dutchmen and one Indonesian.
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Over 300 years of colonialism had formed the Spice Islands’ relationship with the

Netherlands, and whilst the Dutch for the most part had forgotten the violent actions of the

VOC, when the Moluccans themselves resorted to acts of violence, they were perceived as

terrorists and a threat to civil society. Perceptions of the Moluccans rapidly changed from

loyal subalterns to dangerous aliens. During the 1980s, problems continued for the Moluccans

when some of them were transferred to housing wards. The conditions of the wards were

poor, and this resulted in a rent strike, which in turn led to evictions. Yet again the Moluccans

and the Dutch authorities were at odds with each other.

Figure 13H. Confrontation between Moluccans and the police in Capelle a/d Ijssel, 1984.
Source: ANP, in Liong and Schroevers (1998:127).

Perhaps for the first time, the Spice Islands and the Moluccans became synonymous with

terrorism. In 1977, another train was hijacked and hostages were taken in a primary school.

Two hostages and six Moluccan hijackers were killed. Other radical protests were made by

Moluccan activists, yet still there was no sign that the Moluccan community would be granted

its wishes. The Moluccans were on the front pages of the newspapers and the hijackings left

deep wounds in the Dutch and Moluccan communities.
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Through the media, the Moluccans became synonymous not with the exotic Spice Islands, but

with dangerous attacks and terrorist-style political activism. Something had to be done and if

it was not possible to change Suharto’s policies toward an independent Maluku, then the

Moluccans and their homeland in exile at least had to be taken seriously. As part of the

attempt to recognise that the plight of the Moluccans was not going to go away by itself,

attempts were made by the government to address the problems of the exiled community,

particularly in the areas of health, housing, employment and education.

There was a need for the Moluccans and the Dutch government to find ways to solve some of

the antagonisms, and in 1986 a formal mutual statement was issued. This statement contained

a set of measures to improve the Moluccans’ living conditions, particularly those of the first

generation of Dutch-born Moluccans who were now to receive a yearly allowance. There was

also a plan to provide job opportunities and better housing.  Also in the mutual statement was

an agreement to fund a Moluccan historical museum, which was to be situated in Utrecht and

known as the Moluks Historisch Museum.

 The hijackers were not to significantly affect the ways in which the Spice Islands were

imagined in other European countries, but in Holland the actions of the Moluccans were

responsible for the formation of the Moluks Historisch Museum.  This institution, more so

than any other, contains representations of the original Spice Islands from pre-colonial and

post-colonial periods, but crucially here there are other images that represent political clashes.

Figure 13I. Moluccan History Museum, Utrecht, Holland.
Source: C. Zuber.
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In Figure 13I, Wim Manuhutu, Director of the Institute, is on the right. The Manuhutu family

was involved in the Moluccan independence movement. He is in conversation with Vincent

Loth, a researcher in Bandanese history. Not surprisingly, the spice trade and the (colonial)

history occupy space within the museum as part of the permanent display. The first few

photographs represent a selection from the displays first accessible to the visitor, and they

represent crafts and items of ethnographic interest that form part of the ways in which

Moluccan identity has been shaped over the centuries. There is a large section in which a

significant amount of attention and floor space is devoted to 20th century images — which is

not surprising given the reasons for establishing the Moluccan Institute. The institute also has

a space for installations and exhibitions that are not permanent fixtures. At the time of my

visit, there was work inspired by the cakelele shield, an enduring motif for the Moluccans.

Figure 13J. Compendium of pre-colonial domestic items.
Source: C. Zuber.
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Figure 13K. Birds of Paradise, Moluccan History Museum.
Source: C. Zuber.

Figure 13L. Traditional weapons, Moluccan History Museum.
Source: C. Zuber.
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The cakele shield is displayed prominently, as it has always figured consistently in the

representations of the Spice Islands, and the cakele dance has endured from pre-colonial

formations to the present day (at least in Banda). Figure 13L deals with the warriors of

Maluku, with the traditional cameleer shields juxtaposed with a painting of Patimuras

rebellion against colonialism. The cakelele dance incorporates costumes from the time of the

Portuguese in the Moluccas, where the helmet can be dated from the early 16th century. The

cameleer shield was already part of Moluccan culture by the time the Portuguese first sailed

into the Banda Sea.  Representations of the cameleer shield and the war dance are found in

Dutch publications including the work of François Valentijn, and the rituals associated with

the cakelele shield have endured to become iconic and ubiquitous representations of the

Moluccas.

The next exhibition space deals with the journey from the Moluccas and the subsequent

events and experiences of the Moluccans in exile. Some of the exhibits recreate the living

conditions of the Moluccans when they first arrived in Holland.

Figure 13M. Moluccan History Museum.
Source: C. Zuber.

In Figure 13M, there are various forms of display including suitcases with Moluccan names.

This is just one way that stories of the soldiers in exile can be told in a personal manner.

Suitcases feature in the exhibits as a signifier of the displacement, and the (imagined)

temporary nature of their journey to Holland. Recreation of the living conditions of the

Moluccans in their barracks is part of the permanent historical display, as are representations

of the ways in which the islanders have integrated into Dutch society. The barracks-style

accommodation of the 1950s is replaced by signifiers of modernity and incorporation in yet

another space within the museum (Figure 13N).
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Figure 13N. Moluccans in the Netherlands.
Source: C. Zuber.

Here the Moluccans are fitting into a grid, a modular display system that has Moluccans

playing football and contributing to the culture of Holland in various forms. There are gaps in

the modular system — perhaps a metaphor for the spaces into which Moluccans have not

fitted. For the audience, this is a reminder of the spaces in the cultural and imaginative lives

that have been left behind in the Moluccas. The Moluccan Institute functions then as a focus

for historical information on the Moluccas for visitors (such as myself), and also as venue for

Moluccans to create new sets of meanings and identities within the Netherlands. In that

respect the institute functions as an island home for Moluccans — a home, perhaps, in which

the past can be reconciled along new identities and new ways of imagining the future. One of

the ways that this reimagining might take place is in the changing exhibition section of the

institute. This effectively functions as an art gallery, with some of the space set aside for

changing exhibitions, and when I visited in 1997 there was an exhibition of contemporary art

including this reworked cakelele shield (Figure 13O).
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Figure 13O. Art gallery space with cakelele shield.
Source: C. Zuber.

The cakelele shield as shiny chrome artefact is: the product of modernity as much as any

other exhibit in a contemporary artspace might be, but yet it remains also a pre-colonial

formation reconfigured in a postcolonial space for an audience that appreciates hybridity and

tradition alike. It also allows for a dialogue in the Moluccan community about imaginative

and creative ways to incorporate tradition with change. The exhibition space has changing

exhibitions and exhibitors on a regular basis, unlike the spaces in the Banda and Siwalima

museums. In this way, Moluccan culture does not remain in a museum locked in tradition and

time. The work displayed there reflects a more dynamic and hybrid form of culture that is

influenced by modernity and European cultural practices.

In the Moluccan History Museum, Moluccans can legitimately lay claim to existing in the

materiality of Moluccan expatriate communities and European society. It is an important

space for Moluccans to forge new identities for themselves, by themselves. The institute

functions as a cultural centre for the Moluccans, and as such contains pre-colonial imagery as
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well as representations of the Spice Islands as a site of postwar and post-colonial tensions

which were brought back directly into European society. The museum provides for the most

complex set of images and representations of the Moluccas that I encountered during this

research, and it is significant that this has happened outside of the Moluccas.

Photographs in the appended CD that directly relate to this chapter include 68 to 71, which

document hybrid cultural formations in costume and artifacts, such as the clove ship in the

Siwalima Museum in Ambon. Also included are a photograph of the entrance to the Siwalima

Museum and a display of the clove plantations. Photographs taken in Holland are to be found

between 95 and 106. Photographs also included in the exhibition were taken in the Tropen

Museum in Amsterdam. There are also photographs of a replica VOC ship in Amsterdam

which recreated life on board ships sailing to the Spice Islands.



CH A P T ER F O U R TEE N

MALUKU AS A SITE OF VIOLENT EVENTS
IN THE MEDIA

Post-1999 representations of the Spice Islands in which a quite different genre of
representations emerges out of the rubble.
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The images in this chapter form a counterpoint to the exhibition of 1999, and none were

included in the exhibition. In 1997 it appeared that the Spice Islands as a sign was fading

even further into obscurity in the Western imagination, but events in 1999 changed the

material circumstances of the Moluccas, and therefore the images of the Spice Islands. Most

significantly, the clashes in the Moluccas had the effect of bringing the term “Spice Islands”

back to a more specific location. As news reports used the term “Spice Islands” in their

reporting to frame where the Moluccas were, the term was often used at the beginning of the

reporting to mean the original, fabled Spice Islands. The clashes effectively produced two

different sets of circumstances from which the Spice Islands might be imagined. The first was

that the Moluccas, or Maluku Province, were identified as synonymous with the Spice Islands.

The second was that the Spice Islands entered a media realm of trouble spots in the world.

Romantic images were erased by images of troops, violence and burnt-out buildings. They

were signs of trouble in a world that reports violent events in places that have names but

vague locations in the minds of Western audiences. Trouble in Angola might look the same as

trouble in Aceh, and violence in Mozambique might be reported just the same way as in the

Moluccas. In this last chapter, I record some of the historical circumstances that drove the

changes in imagery derived from the violent clashes in the Moluccas because whilst they were

not in the exhibition, the events were too significant in the history of the Spice Islands to be

ignored.

As some post-1999 analyses suggest, sectarian violence in the Maluku Province has its roots

in the 15th century, when the early missionaries brought Christianity to the Spice Islands. The

reporting of the tensions between Christians and Muslims is unfolding daily as a world issue,

and the antagonisms between Muslims and Christians continue in the Moluccas despite being

overshadowed by other conflicts. According to Gerry van Klinken (2000:7), one of the most

remarkable features of the current “Maluku Wars”, as he calls them, is the re-emergence of

the antagonisms between the sultanates of Tidore and Ternate that the Europeans first

encountered in the early 16th century. Whilst Ambon was the island most often referred to in

the reporting of the conflicts, North Maluku, and in particular the islands of Ternate and

Tidore, remained out of the news.

In August 1999, fighting started in villages on the northwestern side of Halmerhera’s northern

peninsula, just opposite Ternate and Tidore. These villages are predominantly Christian, and

declare themselves to be allied to the Sultan of Ternate (van Klinken, 2000:7). Ternate,

Tidore and Makian, the traditional clove-growing islands, became involved in the violence,

much of it relating to the displacement of Makians to Malifut on Halmehera in the 1970s on
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the grounds that there was likely to be a severe volcanic eruption on Makian. The Makian

people are largely Muslim, and the north Maluku Christian elite suspected that this move was

a political decision to stop the southward spread of Christianity into territory traditionally

belonging to the sultan of Tidore. Local elites continued to be involved in more violence with

the Sultans of Ternate and Tidore mobilising their own traditional troops — or pasukan adat.

These private armies were brought into play at crucial moments when instead, according to

Gerry van Klinken (2000:9), the state apparatus should have been called on to restore order.

The traditional animosities between Ternate and Tidore are often referred to in the accounts

of 15th and 16th century conflicts, but had largely been forgotten in the contemporary

discourses surrounding the conflicts. An International Crisis Group report (2000:1) titled

“Indonesia: Overcoming Murder and Chaos in Maluku” suggests that the origins of the

fighting are multilayered and involve ethnic, economic and political rivalries. The situation in

many ways was too complex for the limited news snatches to report accurately, and most

items in the news reduced the conflict to Muslim versus Christian, or in the broader reporting

in the Indonesian and international press, to the provocateurs versus stable society. More

recently in Indonesia, the reporting includes such terms as separatists/rebels/terrorists and

insurgents.

It is clear that the antagonisms between Christians and Muslims were certainly part of the

long history of the spice trade, and that this legacy will continue to influence the

representations of the Moluccas, or Spice Islands, as we move into the 21st century.  In

Indonesia, Husni Putahena (quoted in Van Klinken, 2000) referred to Western histories of the

region to show that Portuguese missionaries had engaged in violent Christianisation

campaigns since the Hitu War of 1520–1605. From another position, the Iha War of

1632–1651 is remembered for Muslim treachery by the Christians in the region. Gerry van

Klinken suggests that the resurgence of traditional rivalries between the Sultanates of Tidore

and Ternate is one of the most remarkable features of the Maluku wars.

As we have noted already, North Maluku was involved in conflict in the 1950s when the

Moluccans sought independence from the emerging nation-state of Indonesia, and the Sultan

of Ternate was active in the independence movement. As Benedict Anderson reminds us, the

idea of Indonesia is a 20th century construct, and many Moluccans imagined themselves not

as Indonesians but as Moluccans. Just as the region resisted domination by the Dutch from

time to time during the 300 years of colonial rule, so it resisted incorporation into Indonesia,

although again without any lasting success. As if to complicate matters further, Christians

cannot be viewed as an homogeneous grouping, as there are those of the Catholic faith
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introduced by the Portuguese, and  Protestants from Dutch influences. Layered in with these

religious differences are the traditional animosities and allegiances invoked in differing ways

in particular circumstances between sultans, regents, district heads and villagers. Now these

complexities have largely been replaced, in the popular press at least, by the simpler binaries

in the age of terrorism: Good versus Evil, Christians versus Muslims, Order versus Anarchy.

Figure 14A new set of representations for the Spice Islands.
Source: The Australian Financial Review, 5 January 2000.

Reporting on the Spice Islands and tensions in Indonesia suggested a hazy idea for many

casual observers of the news that the Spice Islands were yet another site of conflict. Eyes

glazed over at yet more images of another place were we would not want to be. The Spice

Islands became another site of yet more representations of the battles between Muslims and

Christians, existing for a few seconds only on news broadcasts. More recently, the Spice

Islands conflicts have been replaced by the post-tsunami tensions in Aceh province, or John

Howard’s meeting with the newly elected President of Indonesia, Susilo Bambang

Yudhoyono, over the threat posed by terrorism. At the time of writing, these are the

newsworthy items, not issues relating to the Moluccas, or the Spice Islands. Finally, for this

thesis at least, the most extreme representations of sectarian violence in the Spice Islands

were found in the University of Hawaii library during my visit there in 2003.  Two books

published in 2000 contained black and white images of the devastation in Maluku. Those

images generally fell into three categories. The first was images of displaced Moluccans on

the road carrying what they could, or in temporary accommodation — women and children

waiting for an end to the troubles (Figure 14B).
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Figure 14B. “Inhabitants of Ambon, Sunday, 30 July, leaving their district in throngs because
they no longer feel safe where they have lived quietly for so long.” Trans. J. Butcher.
Source: Pattiradjawane and Pattiradjawane (2000).

Figure 14C. “View inside the camp”. Trans. J. Butcher.
Source: Pattiradjawane and Pattiradjawane (2000).

Another category was destroyed property: burnt-out buildings with twisted metal roofs in the

foreground along with indestinquishable goods and chattels in the ruins. It was generally

these kinds of images that found their way into media coverage in the Western press.
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Figure 14D.) “The results of the turmoil in Ambon”. Trans. J. Butcher.
Source: Pattiradjawane and Pattiradjawane (2000).

Figure 14E. “Part of the city of Ambon that was shattered”. Trans. J. Butcher.
Source: Pattiradjawane and Pattiradjawane (2000).

The last of these categories consisted of images that would have been censored in the Western

press, and in their gruesome starkness they were the most shocking. They represent the

antithesis of the romanticism evoked by the term “Spice Islands”.

Both of these publications used an image of bodies lying against a wall, both in colour in the

original. The bodies of the Moluccans are piled up with graphic evidence of the weapons that

cut their bodies down. The spears and knives penetrate the flesh, and the bones of the men are

clearly broken and twisted underneath the flesh. Both photographs have the same poignant
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caption: “My brothers kill each other: Is this humanitarian tragedy going to keep going on and

on?” In the last photograph (Figure 14F), bodies lie in a pile burnt into a monochrome

composition that reminds me that these kind of images can still disturb and warn us of the real

cost to human life in the Moluccas. They also reiterate the ways in which censorship of

images functions in differing ways for our Western culture. Images like these belong in the

genre of Holocaust photographs, reminders of images of an earlier epoch in the 20th century,

perhaps of German Jews or gypsies. These are images that link my own memory to the time

when, as a child I first saw images of the Nazi concentration camps. They are a reminder that

photography is a powerful medium that still can affect us despite what we might know about

photography’s role in the social construction of reality.

Although this thesis has used images generated primarily from Western publishers, it is

necessary to include these images for several reasons. In published books from the West,

there would not be images of flesh cut through to the bone. Photographs such as these would

have been subject to a form of internal censorship, that which agrees on what is decent and

acceptable for its readers. These are photographs that have an impact on us precisely because

we rarely see images such as these published. They are images of the Spice Islands that are

far removed from any romantic image that might have been the dominant representation had

it not been for the Maluku wars. They are also images of the Spice Islands that are disturbing

because they are reproduced in books published in Indonesia and, I believe, they have not

been subjected to photoshopping techniques. For me they have more credibility as images

because of this. They may be read as a tragic reworking of the sectarian violence and religious

antagonism that have been part of the ways in which the Spice Islands have been represented

since the 15th century. The representations will not stop here. These are final images of this

research, but are still only signifiers in a stream of images that do not completely define the

current situation in the Moluccas.  They do say to us that the violence was real and that people

died; however, we might analyse the forces that led to the confrontations and subsequent

representations of the Spice Islands at the end of the century.

The Spice Islands have become islands of tension in an ocean of media representations that

subjects viewers and readers to an endless procession of images from around the globe. The

Moluccas erupted briefly in 1999, and subsequent acts of violence were reported with images

that are part of the genre of war images. It has been these representations that have brought

the term “Spice Islands” back to the Moluccas. Recent reports have reconnected the fractured

sign to the historical roots of the term “Spice Islands”. Within a short space of time, and with

relatively few images, the Moluccas have been reunited with the Spice Islands.
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Figure 14F. “My brothers kill each other: is this humanitarian tragedy going to keep going on
and on?” Trans. J. Butcher.
Source: Pattiradjawane and Pattiradjawane (2000).



CH A P T ER F IF TEE N

CONCLUSION
In which I reflect on how the journey has revealed even more

changes in representations than I could have imagined.
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The term “Spice Islands” has been used as a descriptor in so many different ways, even when

the Spice Islands were not involved in any material sense. My exhibition and the subsequent

chapters, as well as the images contained within the CD have charted some of the reasons

why this is so. Whilst we live in a postcolonial condition according to many authors,

colonialism, as well as the search for profits, is alive and active, and very much part of the

history of the Spice Islands. Whilst this is not always explicit in my photographs and

artworks, certain post colonial theories act as an underpinning methodology for my approach

both to writing and the production of artwork.

The thesis begins with a description of the exhibition that I held in 1999 which examined and

explored some of the many and varied manners in which the Spice Islands may be imagined.

My own images on canvas and my photographs continued a debate with the past, and

suggested ways in which representations of the Spice Islands might be conceived as artworks

in the broadest sense. The subsequent chapters follow on from my exhibition in a more or less

chronological sequence tracing the complex ways in which my images were affected and

effected by the Spice Islands histories. The chapters trace the process of colonisation starting

with the voyages of the Portuguese and Spanish fleets, and at the same time chart some of the

ways in which my exhibition was constructed.

 As the Iberians penetrated further east in order to discover spices (and Christians), so the

images of the Indies with their exotic commodities fuelled the desires of European society

with fanciful stories and engravings that were as much tall tales as factual accounts. Fabulous

birds, sea monsters, mermaids and giant crabs were part of the stories that were told in courts

and seaports alike. The Spice Islands existed in parallel configurations, as both fiction and

fact, heaven and hell at the furthest reaches of both imagination and physical capabilities of

God-fearing/loving Christians. The Spice Islands still remained less than real in both written

descriptions and maps as the Portuguese entered into uncharted waters, particularly as the

navigators were without accurate ways of establishing longitude. However, their fevered

imaginings and descriptions could not be refuted easily upon their return to Europe, and

ambitious imaginings often passed as truths. Rather than seeing these descriptions as an

aberration, I suggest that it is more useful to recognise that discrepancies in the recording of

names and places were more common than agreements about the nature of the Spice Islands.

There were many ways of seeing the Spice Islands, and many ideas in circulation about where

they were to be found. Magellan is now famous through history lessons as the first European

to circumnavigate the globe, despite the fact that he personally did not survive the voyage.

The chroniclers of Magellan’s voyage brought us for the very first time evidence of the
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existence of the Spice Islands in illustrative and descriptive forms. In the 16th century, this

pioneering journey was viewed as significant for the discovery of the Spice Islands rather

than the circumnavigation of the world for which it now known.

Over time, the Dutch were to replace the Iberians, and representations of the Spice Islands

came from Holland into broader circulation in Europe. The images that were generated

specifically from the Moluccas during the early years of the VOC’s presence in the islands

were far removed from the Golden Age of Dutch art. This is manifested in the subjects that

were illustrated, and also the techniques used to illustrate them. The crudeness of these

images parallels the perception of these lands as the furthest away from Holland that it was

possible to imagine travelling to. The Moluccas, Islands of Spicerie and East Indies were

something other than civilised.

In the 18th century, the Spice Islands became known in a much more specific, quantifiable

way through the published work of Rumphius and Valentijn. The Spice Islands became a site

where investigation took place, not just a site of difference from Europe. This was to be a

significant departure from the early representations of a location where travellers might

encounter erupting volcanoes, pirates, heathens and warships on the hazardous journeys to

find the most exotic of all spices: nutmeg, mace and cloves. However, by the 1790s, the VOC

was nearly bankrupt, and the French and British spice plantations were thriving far away from

the forts and cannons of the Dutch. There were now British and French Spice Islands

sprouting up in different parts of the globe. Whilst my exhibition did not include

representations of the Spice Islands that did not relate to the Moluccas, it is important to the

central idea of the research that the thesis included discussion about the mutability of the sign,

Spice Islands. Therefore, some images in the thesis relate to other sites claiming to be Spice

Islands, such as Zanzibar or Komodo.

The term itself then was developing it’s own value, and in some respects was becoming as

valuable as the spices themselves.  The words “Spice Islands” were unlike any other

descriptors of place because the title depended not on geography or national identity, but on

competing colonial interests. In one sense there are the original Spice Islands from which the

term is derived, but there were other spice islands in diverse locations that could, and still do,

claim legitimacy for the title from the colonial forces of the 18th and 19th centuries. In turn,

the words “spice islands” grew into a franchise/identity/logo, with other islands and

commodities using the term in a transnational, transglobal capacity.
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By the 20th century, the Spice Islands had become commodities in a somewhat different

sense: they became part of the tourist industry. As long as tour operators paid airfares and

provided free accommodation to writers, then the “Spice Islands” existed where they wanted

them to. In popular culture, the Spice Islands could be imagined, with the aid of commercial

tourism enterprises, as existing almost anywhere that was warm, a long way from Europe, and

part of a trade that was pre-colonial, or colonial, by association. This cosy relationship with

the tourist industry was fractured badly by the 1999 wars that produced yet another set of

representations which in 1997 would have been difficult to imagine.

Part Two, the Spice Islands as a Fractured Sign, suggested ways in which we might envisage

an account of signifiers rather than a chronological series of historical events that are as

accurately recorded as possible. At the same time as we describe events that affected real

people, we can also trace the ways in which imaginations are influenced by a variety of

circumstances. I use a research methodology that is predicated on structuralist/post-

structuralist analysis, but then suggest ways in which the analysis can lead to ways in which

the signs of the Spice Islands might be creatively reworked, as I attempted to do in my

exhibition. Research as the practice of visual art formed a significant part of Islands of the

Imagination, and my visual work was an attempt to combine various genres of popular culture

and photographic representations with approaches that might be loosely affiliated with post-

colonialism and Cultural Studies.

When I first started thinking about this research in the 1990s, it appeared that many of the

colonial histories that I had been exposed to (both through academic discourses and popular

cultural forms) since my arrival in Australia in 1983 existed primarily within two genres of

history: that of the indigenous peoples of this land and that of the English settlement by

Captain Cook. However, the continent of Australia was known to other cultures long before

the British infamously declared it terra nullius. This concentration on British history had, I

believed, hindered the development of other complex issues in colonial/post colonial debates.

I wanted to look at representations that enabled me to understand both what there was before

Captain Cook, and the subsequent fascination in Australia with the Pacific islands. Since this

early gestation period of research, the political climate in Australia has been changed by the

more conservative approaches that the Howard government has taken in its domestic and

foreign policy. Ideologically Australia has moved back into a colonial frame, and reinforced

our connections to Western cultures.
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Thinking back on these journeys across the clear blue waters of the Banda Sea again reminds

me that some of the work in these chapters was started in a period influenced by different sets

of values than those that exist today. Paul Keating advocated the possibilities of new sets of

relationships with Asia and, in the visual arts, funding was set up for the Asia Pacific

Triennial in order to find new ways of imagining ourselves as part of Asia and the Pacific

region. The Asia Pacific Triennials were an incentive for me, as they were for others, to

explore ways of examining colonial issues. There is much that has happened recently to make

the thesis more relevant today than it might have been had the Spice Islands stayed as fading

memories of a colonial past that impinged little on the consciousness of Australians. Signs of

the Spice Islands continue to change, and this guarantee of change — perhaps somewhat

ironically — is the only stable assertion that can be made in the thesis.

I never imagined that I would end the thesis with images of burnt and mutilated bodies, but as

I write, it seems fitting that the images remind us of the ubiquitous nature of religious wars.

The Spice Islands were (despite talk of signs, social constructions and misrepresentations)

populated by real people, and the photographs must be seen as representations of a real

tragedy. They are not images designed to increase the price of spices, or sell a pleasant cruise

around some tropical islands. Photography may always be subject to the manipulation of

editors, and can be used as propaganda by all manner of agencies, but in the case of the

Indonesian books that contained these images, I believe that we must acknowledge that they

document real events.

Undoubtedly there is a semiotic journey in the thesis, but being able to visit the Spice Islands

and travel freely to take as many photographs as I wished was a privilege and a personally

rewarding aspect of the research. For example, travelling by canoe from Bandaneira harbour

across to the island of Run produced the photograph that I used in one of the canvases for my

exhibition, but it also gave me memories that cannot adequately be expressed in semiotic or

photographic terminology. These images represent a calm before the violent storm that

devastated Ambon and other parts of the Spice Islands. In my files there are many more

images, photographs and words gathered during the research process that have not been

included here, but I will always remember taking photographs in the Spice Islands as one of

the most exciting parts of the research process. I did not know that my first visit to the

Moluccas would also be my last, as travel warnings for the region would prevent me from

returning with any safety.



162

Whilst I can imagine, along with other readers, that the forts are still overgrown and

crumbling, I cannot fully imagine how the van den Broeke family is surviving now, and how

the tragedy affected the other Bandanese in the archipelago. I hope that the Moluccas as a

region may stabilise and that communities, however they are imagined, may be able to live

and work together. The Spice Islands as islands of our imagination may well be only

signifiers in stream of images, yet at the same time photographs tell us that the recent violence

was real.

I know for certain that members of the van den Broeke family were killed, but what of the

manager of the hotel in Ambon who gave me so much help? I was told that the hotel was

burnt to the ground, but I still do not know if anyone died. I also was told that Bishop Sol had

left for the Netherlands, but what became of his marvellous and irreplaceable collection of

books in Ambon? If Bishop Sol’s collection was destroyed or broken up, then these

photographs may have archival significance beyond that which I first envisaged. This thesis

would have been the poorer had I not been able to access and photograph the numerous

illustrations that were used in it.

Whilst there can never be closure on the way that the Spice Islands are imagined and

represented, it is time to conclude this thesis. Some significant changes in the ways in which

we might understand the Spice Islands have been described and analysed, but there have been

far more changes than I could have imagined when I first proposed the research topic. At the

beginning of the research, the initial proposition was that they had gradually become obscure

islands in our imaginations. This was changed by significant and violent events, which have

charged them with a significance that makes them far from irrelevant in contemporary

political discourses. To research images of Spice Islands is also to research the background to

the fear of terrorism, the representations of Indonesia, religious wars and a wide range of

political concerns. In that respect, this research has an even greater relevance today than I

could have imagined. The photographs and the artwork produced for the exhibition stand as

historical documents that could only have been made prior to 1999.
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